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    Prologue: The Back of the Closet


    After two years and seven months mother died. It was a horrible time, the cancer spreading through her bones, then in remission, then back again, the chemo and radiation stripping her of her hair, her coloring, her energy, her spirit . . . her life. She was only fifty-four. I can’t tell you the pain and dismay I felt standing by her gravesite. She’d been a wife (for twelve years, before she and my father, Andrew, divorced when I was ten); always a fine mother to me and my sister, Cecily; a children’s librarian (on to Harry Potter before anyone else I knew); a member of the town council; an indefatigable writer of letters to the editor of the local paper; a big reader; a great cook (she loved Julia Child, who died only two days before Mom—at ninety-three); and—no, there can’t be an and, because that says I’m summing her up, ending my list of all the things she was . . . and she was too much for that. She was a great woman, my mother, and I loved and respected her.


    Because my father had fallen out of our lives—he was long remarried and across the country—as the oldest child it was my job to go straighten out her affairs. I sent my wife, Kate, and son, Tommy (our one-and-a-half-year-old, who was acting up), back to the motel, and my sister and I headed to Mom’s apartment. It was neat, as always, and I quickly made sense of her checkbook and other documents. My mother was very conscientious, and nothing seemed out of order. Cecily was holding up pretty well, though every hour or so she had to excuse herself and go into the bathroom, where she shut the door.


    Mom had been living in a small apartment in San Francisco’s Marina district, and on Monday I planned to contact the landlord and tell him that the apartment would soon be vacant. I popped the top of a can of Diet Coke and went and sat in the chair that looked out on the Bay. Cecily was in the bathroom again, but when she came out, I knew what we had to do. I guess I was getting up my strength. I don’t mind being the strong guy—I think I’m fairly good at it, when I have to be—but the next step was one I dreaded.


    I heard water run in the sink, and then Cecily opened the door. She’s two years younger than me; a tall, gracious woman who hadn’t yet found a man. She lived in a small town in Washington, a librarian just like Mom.


    “I don’t think I can face it alone,” I said.


    “Peter, what?”


    “Her closet.” I sighed. Just imagining all the silky blouses and linen jackets and wool skirts that used to drape casually yet elegantly on her made my head pound. “Her clothes.”


    “I can do it.”


    “You can?”


    She nodded. “Makes sense to me. Her personal things like that and all—”


    “I’ve gotten a good jump on all the other stuff.”


    “I know, Petey. Thanks.”


    “What do you think we should do with it?”


    Cecily gave me a light smile, then shrugged. “Well, I always thought Mom dressed great, but, you know, she couldn’t really afford the kind of clothes that, well, you know—”


    I got what she was saying. Mom hadn’t been a high-end fashion plate, just a good-looking, barely middle-aged woman, with a job she loved and a quiet, simple life, at least as far as I knew. “So, what, Goodwill?”


    Cecily gave a slight, sad smile. “I think so, Pete.”


    “Well, if you can do it.” I was right then a little light-headed. “I’m—maybe I’ll just sit here a while.”


    Cecily was busy for half an hour or so in the bedroom, and then she came out. She held an orange-colored box, nine-by-twelve inches, four inches high, the hinges busted on three sides, and a piece of the orange covering torn off on the top. “What do you think this is?”


    I shook my head. When we were kids we kept Christmas ornaments in a box sort of like this, but it was quite a bit larger, if I remembered right. “What’s in it?”


    “Something typed.”


    “Really?” I’d become a lawyer, but I used to write short stories, and my curiosity was piqued. “Let me see.”


    She handed the box over. I lifted the lid and saw what looked like a 150 or so page manuscript. I leafed through it. It was typed, on a real typewriter—from the way the characters jumped up and down, some dark, some light, probably a portable. I thought back. When we were little there had been a blue Smith Corona on Mom’s desk, near the telephone.


    “She wrote something?” I said. “What do you think it is?”


    “I looked at the first page. It’s about someone named Flower.”


    I raised an eyebrow. “Flower, eh? When’s it from?”


    Cecily read on silently, then said, “Some time in the ’60s, I think. It opens in Haight-Ashbury.”


    “That’s weird.” Mom never talked much about growing up; from what I could tell, she’d just as soon have forgotten it. I did know she’d come from a poor farming family in central Oregon, and that it had been a profound effort of self-invention to make her the cultured librarian she became. I also knew she’d been in the Bay Area before moving back when Cecily and I were grown, but that was the early ’70s, when she was at college at Berkeley. All I’d heard about before then was Oregon. “Is it a novel?”


    “I don’t know—can’t tell.”


    I beckoned for Cecily to pass me the manuscript. The paper was thin, frail, and starting to yellow. I thumbed the pages, and when I saw the name Cynda—my mom’s nickname—I felt myself twitch. A few pages later I found her given name.


    “It’s about someone named Lucinda,” I said.


    Cecily blinked. “A memoir?”


    “You ever hear anything about that?”


    “Mom in Haight-Ashbury?” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine that.”


    I quickly calculated. “The times might work out. She was—well, she would have been a teenager back in the Summer of Love days. I don’t know—”


    “Does that make her Flower?”


    I held the box out in front of me, felt another shiver. If the idea of going through her closet, touching her personal clothes, the fabric that had wrapped her own skin, and then finding things like underwear, her secret garments . . . well, this box was even more unsettling. I read the first paragraph. Flower, sitting on the street in Haight-Ashbury, panhandling? I felt oddly shamed just looking over the typescript.


    “I don’t know,” I said. And thought: Not sure I want to.


    “We have to read it, Pete.”


    My breathing quickened. “Are you—”


    “It’s from Mom,” she said. “Here.” She reached out for the box, but oddly I found I couldn’t give it up.


    “I don’t know if I’m—”


    “It’s been a tough day, for sure,” Cecily said. I didn’t see her very often. She didn’t make it down to Woodland Hills much, and since Mom got sick and Tommy was born we didn’t go anywhere but San Francisco; and in truth, we’d never been that close—though, one thing you can say about Mom’s illness, it brought out feelings that had pretty much atrophied. “But, you know, we have to do this.” Cecily disappeared into the kitchen for a minute, then came out with a bottle of Scotch and two glasses. “I know Mom wasn’t much of a drinker, but I found this.”


    “Really?” I was surprised by this, too. Mom had never drunk anything stronger than an occasional glass of wine, as far as I knew. She even hated beer.


    “Maybe for one of her boyfriends—” Cecily poured an inch and a half into each glass.


    I shook my head. Boyfriends? That was something else I’d never heard about, Mom’s boyfriends. I mean, she was . . . and. . . . Oh, my. My head was spinning and I simply didn’t know when or how it would stop.


    I never drank much, either, but I reached out for the Scotch—J & B Rare, I saw from the label—with unexpected intensity. The liquid burned my throat.


    “Can we both just turn the pages?” Cecily said. She’d brought a chair over beside me, pushed it close. I could hear her soft breathing right next to my ear.


    “I guess so.”


    “Here, I’ll do it if you don’t want to.” I felt urgency in her voice. She made a place between us for the manuscript, then sipped more of her Scotch.


    It took us a few pages to get our reading rhythm right, but then we were turning the pages automatically, pretty much right when the other was ready. Cecily kept the Scotch coming. And what we read about our mother, it’s safe to say, was more astonishing to both of us than words can tell.

  


  


  
    


    Look at Flower


    Look at Flower sitting on this grimy sidewalk half a block from Ashbury, my tin cup cool on the knees of my jeans where the stitching wore off and my pale skin pops through, wearing a top with embroidery this chick on Page sewed on for free, Toto tucked in between the third and fourth buttons (counting from the bottom), his back paws scratching my belly; look at Flower with her yellow-star-painted fingernails waving the cup and chanting in what Harley calls my sawtooth accent, whatever that means—Harley’s got me a little self-conscious, though what don’t I have to be self-conscious about, if I give it a moment’s thought (which I don’t)—anyway, I’m chanting “Spare change, spare change,” and rattling my cup and letting Toto pop out of my tangerine-colored shirt, when this tall guy in a black collarless suit as out of place here in the Haight as a penguin stops in front of me and says, “Child, can I speak with you?”


    You know, they run buses down Haight Street these days, tourists from Iowa and Kansas and Pennsylvania get on ’em in their limeade pants and plaid jackets, their faces agog through the windows as they see all the heathen hippies doing our heathen hippie thing here in the Summer of Love, like Life magazine called it, and so sometimes I feel just like a baboon in the zoo, and that’s what I feel like now with this man looking down at me. Oh, yeah, I tell him no.


    But of course he’s just like my Dad back in Bend, and he doesn’t take no for an answer; he squats down on his knees—they creak!—and looks straight at me and says, “You look like a darling angel, why are you here among these heathen?”


    See, I told you! They actually use that word!


    “It’s groovy, sir,” I say and plant a big winsome smile on my face—not only Toto’s got that move down—and flutter my spangled fingernails.


    “Groovy?”


    “Yeah, it’s groovy.” Big smile. They assume you’re dumb, you just play dumb. That’s what Harley says, though Harley is dumb, so who knows. He tells me his parents were so hip they named him after the motorcycle (though one night he let slip his dad was an orthodontist in Wichita—what’re the odds?). Still, Harley loves to drive his bike up and down Haight Street, popping wheelies.


    “Daughter, can I reach out to you?” And out goes his big ol’ hand.


    I shrink back, thinking he’s going to touch me.


    “I don’t think so, sir.” I know I have some dirt smudges on my cheeks and elbows from crashing in the park last night.


    “I can provide for you a warm meal and a safe, clean bed. I can—”


    This dude’s buggin’ me! He’s got a high forehead and wispy sandy hair that falls flat over his eyes, and he’s constantly brushing it back. Must be twenty years older than me. (I’m seventeen, telling everyone I’m twenty-one.) His teeth aren’t pretty, either, sort of yellow and a little crooked. (I got great teeth!) And so I simply stand up and say, “I gotta bug, mister, but I thank you for your interest.”


    And I’m up and walking away so fast he can hardly get off his broken knees.


    You ask Flower what day it is, and I couldn’t tell you; but I know there’s a be-in going down in the Panhandle, couple blocks south and closer to the Park, ’cuz, well, there just always is. The Panhandle’s this narrow line of grass between two car-whizzing streets, with these tall, strange trees that shed long, curly pieces of bark like God’s pencil shavings. When I get there I find hundreds of true souls, barefoot, wearing long Indian scarves, banging tambourines, flying kites, tooting pennywhistles, blowing bubbles big as beach balls that float slow and shimmery over the whole crowd. I see a guy I know, Jeff, with a joint as big as a banana; he waves to me, but I keep on going. Sometimes I think I’m so naturally spaced I don’t need weed or acid. Maybe, like everyone says, dope can help me get where I got to get to—but maybe it won’t.


    I push on close to the bandstand, which is pretty clever, it’s just a couple feet off the grass, so when a band’s playing, you can see them but they’re right there with you; we’re all tribes in this together.


    Except today Flower’s gotta listen to this band she doesn’t really dig, the Grateful Dead; I mean, they look pretty good up there, like everyone else sprouting hair and wearing beads, but, you know, their music just goes on and on. Harley says if I were stoneder, their groove would work better on me, but I still dig the Beatles best, remembering them on Ed Sullivan three years ago when I was fourteen and I had to sneak over to Lisa’s house to watch them, Mom saying she wasn’t going to let no long-haired bugs into her house; and there Lisa and I were, shrieking and hollering and pulling our hair out. Even now the Beatles are the coolest of them all, though they haven’t put out a record in almost a year, since Revolver. I’ve heard they know about the scene here in San Francisco and plan on checking the whole thing out. Now that’s a band I’d love to see here in the Panhandle.


    But these Dead guys just noodle around on their guitars (and I swear they’re way out of tune) and don’t play anything like a song. I get a little bored, which is the problem with not being high; but then I pull Toto out of my shirt and bring his wet nose to my mouth and just give him a great big kiss.


    What’s this? The guitarist with these busy muttonchops is beckoning to me, wants me to come up and dance with the band, I guess. Or maybe he wants Toto. He’s pointing at me and waving, then reaching down, and I take his hand—his fingers are really rough and callused—and pulls me up on the stage. He’s got this thick nest of brown hair and these amazing brown eyes.


    “Sugar,” he says, “get into it.”


    And Flower does. I love to dance, let my hands wave above me, feel the beat in my loins—preacherman got me using words like that?—swaying and bobbing, glowing and gyring, slipping and dipping with Toto in my arms, feeling the light just glow off my skin like some gorgeous Ginger Rogers, and just spacing, spacing, spacing. . . .


    What does Flower want? To be free. Cloud free, sunshine free, floating-leaf free. Out of this world free. And . . . I get there. At least today. At least for this one shining moment. I’m . . . just . . . gone. . . .


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower curled up like a cat on her mat in the corner of the Dead house, wearing her patched jeans and embroidered shirt. Yeah, I still don’t like their music any better, but I danced and pranced for hours on the stage, and all the guys in the band kept grinning at me; and then I simply went up to the muttonchopped guitar guy and said, “Hey, I need a place to crash tonight, can I come home with you?” and, “Yeah, sugar,” he said, “sure.”


    The guitarist is Jerry, and the bass player Phil, and they and a few other band dudes are rattling around somewhere. They all live in this great old house on Ashbury, right up from Haight. We headed over there after the show, and they said I could crash anywhere I wanted in this huge living room full of weird old things, like stuffed animals and mummies and cigar shop Indians—it’s wild. I dropped my bag in a corner and Jerry said it’d be safe there.


    “What’re you guys doing?” I said.


    “Oh, we got a gig tonight at the Dog. We’ll be out late.”


    “So should I—”


    “No, sugar, just make yourself at home. We got a lot of people crashing here. Front door’s always open, though it’s a pretty heavy door.” He smiled his crooked smile. “You gotta leeeeaaannnnn into it—” And he play-pushed his shoulder against something rigid and unyielding. “But you push hard enough, sugar—and utter the magic words—it’ll always open right up.”


    I laughed. “And the magic words are?”


    “Well, they change every day.” Jerry winked. “Tell you what, you just say the first thing that pops into your head—you’ll be close enough.”


    So I hung around a bit, listening to some acoustic music drifting down from upstairs—hey, I heard the band singing along to the Beatles’ Help!—and then the house cleared out, and I took Toto out for a walk, and we spare-changed down Haight a little, and I got enough bread to buy a can of dog food as well as my favorite dinner from this Russian market, a pierogi, with meat and gravy bursting out of this sweet golden crust, and then Toto and I sat in the park for a while till the sun set, just mellowing down; and then we went back to the Dead house.


    The magic password? How about: Sunflower? Like that the door flew open. None of the band were there, but some chicks were making an angel-food cake in the kitchen; when they were done, they gave me a light, airy piece. Then Toto and I settled in a corner of the living room right underneath a naked mannequin from a department store, and I wrapped a corner of a fluffy rug around me as a blanket and used my own bag as my pillow. Toto squirmed a little, then curled up warm against my chest. He started snoring in his cute way, then I nodded out, too, and there we were, both fast asleep.


    Look at Flower waking up. There’s a shimmery lemon yellow sun glowing through these white café curtains, and the room I’m in is lit up and sparkling. It’s May! I love May. (I left home in rainy-Oregon February, been down here two-and-a-half bright and sunny months now.)


    I’m up at 6 a.m., still an early riser (all those cows growing up), and needless to say nobody else in this huge house is stirring. I slept like a rock, but I still dreamed (was it dreaming?) that people were coming in all night. I pull my extra-large T-shirt down to my knees and head into the kitchen, flouncing my wild blonde bed-head hair. I love this: There are boxes of cereal all lined up along a counter, must be twenty of them. All my favorites. I spy a box of Kellogg’s Rice Krispies with the Krispie elves boogying on the cover, pull it down, take out a bottle of milk from the fridge, and make myself a nice bowl of cereal.


    The Krispies are chattering away when a girl I haven’t met before comes into the kitchen. She looks about my age, well, my fake age, and, look, she’s wearing a nightgown with a big sunflower on her chest.


    “Hey,” she says, “you’re up early.” She peers at me through pale blue eyes. “I don’t know you, do I?”


    “I’m Flower,” I say. I’m up on my tiptoes, bobbing before her, letting her take in my own misty blue eyes, my hand out. She has a very smooth hand, shaking mine.


    “I’m Loretta.” She gives me a smile. “You just crashing here?”


    I shrug. “Yeah, I was dancing in the park yesterday, and Jerry said I could come stay here.”


    Her finely plucked eyebrows go up at the name Jerry. She’s pretty, too. Light brown hair, skin smooth as cream, those cool blue eyes. “So how long you staying?”


    I shake my head. “I don’t really have plans, you know.” I lift my arms. “I’m like a—” I twirl about, arms out “—you know, I just sort of float around.”


    “Cool,” she says. Then: “Hey, you want to hang with me today?”


    “Sure. Yeah, that’d be righteous.” I hear myself. I’ve been using that word righteous a lot more lately. Not sure where I picked it up from. I remember that preacher guy from the day before, wonder if he found any young chicks to save. Am I saved? I gotta tell you, from where I came from to get here, in my own way I’m feeling pretty fuckin’ saved.


    Just look at Flower, yeah, she’s sitting in a sunny kitchen eating her favorite cereal and having a sweet conversation with a brand-new friend, and I think back to last winter, still at home, the gray dawn pounding down, Dad in his overalls, our big, sad dog Rufus padding about, Mom walking around silent and eternally reproachful; and there’s that underlying tension that’s been all I’ve known there since I was thirteen, four years back; it’s something upstairs (they have me sleeping in a room off the back), and it’s secret—sad and secret. Something between Mom and Dad that keeps her going to the Pentecostal a lot and leaving Dad out on his tractor. That keeps her upstairs on Saturday night while he plays solitaire on a card table with cards so worn only he can make out the number and suit. That on Sunday, after she’s forced Dad and me and Kevin and Doree to go with her to church, to sit there staring deep into space while Reverend Overbridge speaks his words, makes afternoon family supper last for even more of an eternity. That makes the whole farm this stifling, uptight place that keeps Flower bummed and morbid when she should be lifting her arms to the sun. . . .


    “So finish up your cereal,” Loretta says, “and let’s head on out.”


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower blowing bubbles. Look at Flower jangling the beads around her neck. Look at Flower dancing, fingers catching in her long, wind-blown hair, stepping and grooving with her new friend Loretta.


    Loretta takes me to her secret spot. It’s about fifteen minutes into Golden Gate Park, down a short path, inside a copse of pines. Toto rushes in ahead of us. There’s a circle of stones there, for fires, Loretta says, surrounded by rocks tall enough to sit on. I take one, Loretta the next. Toto settles at my feet.


    “Some nights,” she says, “the tribes gather here. We build a fire. Make music.” She winks at me. “Ball.”


    “Really, outside?”


    “Oh, that’s nothing.” She leans in close. I can smell her breath, fragrant with the strawberry gum she chews. “Sometimes we have sacrifices.”


    “Of what?” I say, alarmed. Then I think of my history class and say, “Virgins?” I remember the Aztecs. “Any of them around?”


    She looks at me curiously then. It’s a little spooky. “You are, aren’t you?”


    I bring a hand to my mouth. I say, “How do you know?” before I can even think to not say it.


    “Special powers,” Loretta says with her own laugh. “I can just tell these things. But no, we don’t sacrifice virgins. Or cats . . . or dogs. Or anything like that. Mostly just things from our old lives.”


    “Like—”


    Loretta shrugs. “Like clothes, letters, phone messages from our parents—”


    “Where do you come from?” I ask.


    “Um, I like to say Elizabethan England, but truth is, Petaluma.”


    I shake my head.


    “It’s this chicken town north of here. And you?”


    “Bend.” Like anyone would know.


    “That’s in Oregon, right?”


    I nod brightly, then say, “Cows.”


    Loretta laughs. “I thought I smelled something. . . .”


    “That’s what I’d sacrifice,” I told her. “That damn smell from home.”


    - - - - -


    So here’s Flower, the virgin of the Summer of Love. Not that I want to be, really—well, maybe I guess I do, ’cuz if I wanted to ball someone, I could just head down to Haight and wait for Harley to drive by on his bike. I bet he’d do it in a minute. But I just don’t want to. So what it’s the Summer of Love! I’m here to be free. Truly truly free. My own kind of free. . . .


    Look at Flower and Toto back spare-changing on Haight. Wearing my patched jeans and embroidered shirt, clean because I made enough the other day to hit the laundromat. Thing is, our hearts aren’t in spare-changing today. Loretta’s got me thinking about back home. I don’t miss it, really don’t. . . . Well, maybe sometimes I get a little homesick, in a general hollowed-out-inside kind of way, and sometimes I miss some of my things, especially my books, my dolls, and this one lemony-yellow dress Mother bought me that I always felt so clean and pure wearing . . . but, really, I can sit there and pet Toto and pretty soon I’m not wanting those home things at all.


    When things began to change, like I said, I was in middle school. My folks were never hip—ooh, la, la—but when I was young they were kinda O.K. Dad would work too hard and then just want to sit in his easy chair staring at boxing on TV, but Mom would want to go out, to a dance at the Hall or to visit her sisters down the road, and there’d be some this-and-that, but they’d always work it out; Dad would usually be a good sport, and off they’d go. My older brother, Kevin, was out with his high school pals, and I’d be enlisted to babysit my sister, Doree, who’s five years younger than me. She’s sort of dopey but she’d listen to me, and I didn’t mind taking care of her. I want to be a mother someday myself, and it was good practice.


    Anyway, Mom and Dad would go do whatever, and when they came back, sometimes he’d have her up on his shoulders, carrying her into our house. He’d call her his “bride.” They’d be laughing.


    Then they weren’t. There was a flurry of doctor visits, then there weren’t. After that Mom started to get more uptight and distant, and I could tell Dad tried to reach her, but it wasn’t working. They stopped going out at night together, ever. Mom was going off to the Pentecostal at all hours, and Dad started in with his solitaire. I know he tried to talk to her, but she was sphinxed-up most of the time.


    How did we get by? If Mom wasn’t around, I’d be made to take care of Doree after school, which was O.K. And I had my books, my lovely books I could disappear into. Kevin took a job at a lumber store and worked there as many hours as he could. Dad just looked . . . like the world was squashing him down.


    What exactly happened? All these years, I still don’t know. Was Mom sick? She didn’t seem any different, and nobody said a word. Money? But we seemed always to have at least enough. It was just something tense and unresolved that led to this horrible gray silence that got thicker and thicker. Like you’d turn around and walk into a big wall of ice. Like you’d say something joyful and see the words fall from your mouth like they were frozen. Like you could see the cloud come in the door and float up the stairs; and you’d wrap your sweater tighter around your shoulders to try to keep warm.


    But that’s not why Flower left. Unh-uh. I left because I saw this news report on the TV, and even though it was in black and white, I saw these free spirits in their flowing cotton dresses and loose pants dancing loosey-goosey ’neath the San Francisco sky, homemade music floating, just these happy-happy grins on their faces; and I thought to myself, Cynda, when was the last time you felt free and happy? When was the last time a puppy grin erupted on your face? When was the last time a rainbow came and sat on your shoulder?


    And, hey, I was almost eighteen. What could stop me? I walked out to the road past the farm one morning even ’fore Dad got up, stuck out my thumb, and five rides later I was walking down the Panhandle here in the Haight.


    It was really the first time I’d been away from home except for church overnights and the occasional basketball game we’d all drive to, and it was scary, of course, but I took right to it. I had no problem finding places to crash—though none as cool as this Dead house—and found I could always panhandle enough to get a sandwich or eat for free at the Digger feed. I got lonely, sure, but it was still never as bad as I felt every day at home. Then I got Toto—my savior. (A dumpy chick named Mushroom gave him to me; she was leaving the Haight, said she’d had enough and was hitchhiking home.) Toto, little ball of fluff Toto, he’s the best buddy a girl ever. . . .


    Look at Flower, she’s started to cry. That happens to me now and then, for no reason. Tears just flow out of me; my eyes turn into two watering cans. I got these daisies I like to paint on my cheeks, and the tears always mess ’em up; and like that, there’s yellow and blue dye running like messy fingerpainting down my chin. If I’m not careful, it’ll get all over my nice clean, white cotton blouse—


    Oh, it’s a real disaster. I swab up what I can, then clutch Toto closer to me and think where I can go to mop up my face. That’s one of the hard things about living out on the street like this, where to find running water. My favorite place, the Standard Oil station on Stanyan, just padlocked its bathroom ’cuz of all the hippies, but I have my new secret source: a hose that runs out to a small garden a half a block up the hill on Frederick, in front of a big white Victorian. I stop my tears and tuck Toto into my blouse and head up there to wash off.


    I like climbing up the hill, the whole Haight-Ashbury circus melts away and there are just these quiet streets and great old Victorian houses; they remind me of all those fat English novels I read back under the covers at night. Up here, the air feels clearer, too, more like it was back home. San Francisco is one seriously beautiful city.


    It’s a hot day, and once I get the dye cleaned up, I put the hose over my head and let the water run through my hair. Oh, that feels good! I’m leaning over, and the hose water cascades down the front of my head, puddling on the street. I’m bending down to let Toto drink from the water spill when I hear this voice; it’s like a cawing in my ear. I straighten up and see an older lady standing there. She’s wearing a floppy-brimmed hat, silver hair underneath it, a thick corduroy shirt and thick leather gloves on her hands. She has clipping shears in her right hand. She’s behind a white picket fence, and I’m on the other side of it, her hose in my hand.


    “What do you think you’re doing, my dear?” she says. Her voice is rumbly but stern, and her eyes are sharp.


    “Oh, I’m sorry, ma’am, it’s so hot, and I . . . I had these flowers on my cheeks, and the paint . . . well, my face was just this mess . . . and I just borrowed your hose. . . .”


    Her nose is long but straight, with a little flip to the end, and she looks at me down it. “You children, you just think everything belongs to you.”


    I smile at her and say lightly, “Doesn’t it?”


    She glares at me, but I’m smiling back at her—love bombing her, we call it—and Toto’s peeking his bright eyes out of my shirt, and like that her face softens. “Oh, youth!” she cries, then turns and starts walking back into her garden.


    Ten paces in, and she turns back. “You seem like a sweet soul,” she says. “What’s your name?”


    “Flower.”


    She rolls her eyes.


    “No, it is.”


    “Is not.” Her eyes are gleaming. She says this like she wants a fight.


    “Why isn’t it?”


    “Because you’re spending time down there on the Haight, and you’ve read Life magazine, and you think you’re supposed to act a certain way, and so you do.” She has her arms folded tight over her chest. I look more closely at her face. She has a gazillion lines, radiating it seems in circles around her eyes and her mouth; but her face isn’t really mean, it’s sort of kindly. The thought of the grandmother in Hansel and Gretel pops into my head.


    “No, we’re the new world,” I say. “It’s nothing like in the magazines.”


    “Oh, I’ve seen plenty of new worlds come and go—”


    “This is my new world,” I tell her. It’s funny, we’ve both been getting closer to the picket fence, and now it’s like we’re both right up in each other’s faces.


    Suddenly she laughs, not mean but sort of radiant. I find I’m smiling, sort of surprised. “O.K., dear, here.” She pushes open a swinging gate. “Come on in, let me feed you some lunch. You look hungry.”


    I dig in my heels like I’m going nowhere, but truth is, I am hungry, and Toto’s hungry, too, and I find I’m kind of digging this old woman.


    “Can you feed my dog, too?”


    “Oh, child,” the woman lets out in a kind of hiss like a balloon leaking air. Then: “Yes, yes, come, come, come.”


    The house is full of funny things, the first I notice is a white ivory statue on the table in the foyer with hands unfolding off it—eight different hands, every which way. (Later she tells me it was a gift from an artist friend of hers named Marcel Duchamp; I never heard of him.) Farther back is a library with what looks like thousands of books.


    “I’m Kay,” she says when we’re seated at a round white table in her sunny yellow kitchen. She’s taken off her gardening hat, and her silver hair, whipped into intricate waves, catches the overhead light.


    “Flower.” I wink at her, then hold out my hand.


    She looks at my hand hanging here, then says, “Tell me your real name.”


    “No.”


    She jumps up, her hands whooshing before her. “I like a little impudence, child. But only a little. Up. Get up! You’re leaving now!”


    What? Wait, this room is so nice, and she wants me to . . . just like that?


    “Cynda,” I say.


    She stops.


    “Short for Lucinda, but I like it like that. C-y-n-d-a. With a y.”


    “That’s a fine name,” she says, backing off and going to the refrigerator. “A lot better than Flower.”


    “But Flower’s my name now.”


    She holds up a wrinkled hand, defensively. “O.K., I got it. Flower.” She makes a face, like she’s holding her nose, and I have to laugh.


    I shrug. “O.K., call me Cynda.”


    “And what’s your last name.”


    I tighten up inside. “I don’t have a last name.”


    “Don’t play with me, child.”


    “I don’t want to say it.”


    She’s looking at me long and hard, and then she relaxes. “We all have our secrets, oh, yes.” A faint smile. “Don’t worry about it.”


    Well, there’re meat sandwiches, and homemade potato salad (with, Kay tells me, homemade mayonnaise), and a huge bottle of Pepsi that I keep filling my tumbler out of. Kay chops up some of the meat and puts it in a little bowl on the floor for Toto, who wolfs the whole thing in a flash.


    We talk. Kay’s a writer and a teacher at the local college, and knows more things than anyone I’ve ever met. We really hit it off, I feel. She’s telling me stories of where she grew up in the Midwest and when she lived in Paris when she was in her twenties, right after World War I.


    I remember something from school and say, “Did you know Ernest Hemingway?”


    She’s looking down her long, thin nose. “What do you know about Ernest?”


    “I read a couple of his books in high school.” I look at her; she’s wrinkling up her nose. “Liked them.”


    Finally she nods. “I knew him, yes.” She lifts her shoulders, and I’m sure she’s letting me know she didn’t think much of him.


    I wonder why, but what I say is: “That must’ve been an exciting time.”


    She nods, then says, “We were wild then, too, but not that wild.” She fixes her sharp gaze right on me. “And we never took up silly names.”


    “Did you change the world?” I ask her, maybe a little too directly. My belly’s full and all of a sudden I burp really loudly. I flush red, then excuse myself.


    Kay doesn’t say anything. I’m not sure she heard my question, and I don’t really want to say it again, but then she says softly, “I think we all like to think we did that.” She looks sort of past me and adds in a whisper, “What’s the point if we haven’t?”


    “Well, that’s what we’re doing. Every day.”


    “By what, begging on the street?”


    “Inventing things. Changing things. Showing people different ways to be.”


    She’s very quiet, then she says, “Well, Godspeed, child.”


    We talk more, but it’s just general stuff, but then Kay says in her high voice, “It sounds to me, Miss Flower, like you might need a place to stay.” She throws out her arms. “I have a couple of guest rooms downstairs. You’re welcome.”


    I’m thinking I don’t know how long I can stay at the Dead house, Jerry didn’t give me any kind of time thing, but it’s so cool there, so I tell Kay thanks but I’m all set for now.


    She gives her head a shake. “It’s amazing out there. I see it and I don’t believe it. People coming from all over to San Francisco, and somehow they all end up with places to stay and enough to eat, even though they have no money.” Shakes her head again. “Never seen anything like it. Even I’m helping out.”


    “Maybe I’ll come over again,” I say tentatively, but Kay reaches right out and takes my hand and says, “Anytime, child. My . . . my hose is always yours.”


    Well, that was nice. I like older people as a rule, and Kay, though she seems a little prickly, I know she’s a sweetie underneath.


    And now here’s Flower heading down Stanyan back to Haight Street. The sun’s setting off in the west, I can look that way and see it, this big blobbing orange ball at the end of the world, and I just get the best feeling. It’s like everything really is possible. That this crazy life we’re all flocking to San Francisco to invent out of nothing but our energy and our imagination is all going to work out. That the stunning dream itself is coming true!


    - - - - -


    When I get to the corner of Haight and Ashbury, I can’t go any farther up the hill ’cuz there’s police tape sealing off the whole block. Dozens of hippies and some shop-owner types are milling around. I push through wide shoulders and get to the front of the tape, where there’s a blue-uniformed cop.


    “I’m crashing up there,” I say, pointing up Ashbury toward 710. “Can I get through?”


    “Sorry, girly, nobody’s getting past.”


    “Why not?”


    “Police business.”


    “It’s not the Dead house, is it?”


    “The what?” This cop’s got a wide, moony face and a pudgy nose. He stands with his chin jutting out, and I realize I’m not going to get anything out of him.


    I turn around, and there’s my friend Harley.


    “Hey, Flower,” he said. “How’s it hangin’, babe?”


    I haven’t seen Harley in a couple days. He was my first friend in the Haight, another runaway like me. Harley says he’s nineteen and, as I said, he loves motorcycles; his own Harley’s the only thing he owns. He’s been wheeling the bike into Golden Gate Park at night and sleeping in a sleeping bag next to it.


    “Hey, Harl.”


    Harley reaches out and pets Toto, who as usual is tucked into my shirt. His hand is curiously close to my breasts. “So what’s going on over there?” I say.


    “Stabbing. Some dude got it right there on the corner. Not sure why.”


    A guy next to us says, “Drug deal gone bad.”


    Both Harley and I nod. There are a lot of drugs floating around the Haight, needless to say.


    “I’ve been crashing up the street there, at the Dead house. That’s where my stuff is.”


    “I don’t think they’re letting people through anytime soon,” the guy next to us said. “See those dudes over there in the suits. They’re detectives. They’re going up and down the street. Been doing that for an hour; looks like they got hours more.”


    We all look at the suited guys—odd to see men in suits in this part of town—poking around; and then I see a chalk mark on the sidewalk, and a ribbon of dried rust-red running to the curb.


    I shudder; a clamminess comes over me just like that. I whisper to myself, “Damn.”


    Harley takes his hand off Toto and puts it on my shoulder. “So where you gonna sleep tonight, Flower?” There’s something in his eyes.


    I give my head a quick turn, to shake off the creepy feeling. “You’re still in the park?”


    He brightens. “It’s nice and peaceful there. Nobody bugs me.”


    I shake my head. “No, can’t do it.”


    “Aw, come on, Flower, it’ll be cool.”


    I shake my head harder. Harley’s been kind of after me since we hooked up, but I’m just not gonna do that—not with him, not now. So I’m thinking fast. All I got back at the Dead house is my bag with some underwear and a couple changes of clothes and my books; I could go pick it up tomorrow. Would Kay’s offer still hold? I don’t see why not.


    When I knock on her door, she seems a little surprised to see me, but when I explain about the stabbing and the police, she puts her hand on my shoulder and walks me downstairs. The guest room she takes me to is large, with a double bed and a bathroom right next to it.


    “I have to go out soon, to a political meeting,” she says. “You’ll be all right here, Lucinda?”


    I’m a little surprised to hear my full name. There’s also a tone to her voice that says, Can I trust you here alone? I smile and say, “Toto and me are pretty tired, Kay. We’ll just get some dinner, and if it’s O.K., maybe I’ll borrow a book and go to bed.”


    That pleases her. “Well, if you’re awake when I get back, come up for some hot chocolate.”


    “That sounds great,” I say, and I’m flooded again with warm feelings. It’s like I’ve fallen into this nice home, so much nicer than mine back in Bend. I mean, hot chocolate before bed! We haven’t done that since I was a girl. Before the coldness began. And even then we didn’t do it very often.


    “I’ll come knock when I’m home,” Kay says. “And if you hear anyone else, don’t worry. I have a couple of students living with me on the second floor.”


    “I’ll be fine,” I say. And I am. I pull a book of short stories down from Kay’s bookshelf, and Toto sticks his head into my armpit, the way he likes to do, and I read until I doze off. I never hear any of the students come home, or even Kay’s knock. I’m out till morning.


    - - - - -


    Kay has a high, chalky-white forehead, deeply rouged cheeks, a swooping, slightly humped nose, pretty, full lipsticky lips a little too low on her face, and a regal air like she was once someone’s true princess; you just know she could feel the pea under a hundred mattresses. And her hair! It’s a sealike foam of gray, whipped with air—every time I look close at it, I think of spun silver cotton candy.


    When I ask, Kay tells me she has four grown children, and a lot of grandchildren, but none of them live anywhere close. She misses them, she says softly, but they come to visit when they can. I say that sounds nice. She gives a little nod, then says sort of to herself, “They’re pretty busy, though.” A tight smile, the center of her lips bowing like a heart. “Looks like I raised busy children.”


    We’ve become quite chatty. I’ve been here three days so far—I went to the Dead house and got my stuff the next day; Jerry was there, and he gave me a warm kiss on my forehead, bidding me swift and good fortune—and the thing is, I feel I’m doing Kay a favor as much as she’s doing me one. We’ve become quite the pals. She likes to take a walk through the park early in the morning, before she starts writing, and she gets Toto and me up, and we head out with her. Getting up this early reminds me of the farm, and I find I like it; the dawn scattering its wavy yellow light through tree leaves, the way the air crisps, the blue-white thinness of the sky. I find myself taking funny giant steps ahead of Kay, then back, prancing around knees high like the drum majorette back in high school, then leaping and twirling like the cheerleaders. (All the while Kay keeps Toto on the leash.) It’s not wild dancing like swinging hands over my head in the Panhandle, but I like it just as well. It’s my private dance—my “morning stomp,” Kay calls it, and it seems to amuse her, too.


    Kay likes to have afternoon tea; she lived for a while in England during the war. And I’m starting to love a lot of her old-fashioned habits. While we sip the scented tea from the dainty cups (reminds me of playing dollhouse), we talk a lot, about all kinds of things, but more and more about her adventures in Paris in the ’20s. She was just a girl, she tells me, but older than me—and in another country, another world. The people there were the most amazing, brilliant people she’d ever known; and except for maybe a couple of them, they were . . . not . . . pretending. (I get it; just roll my eyes.) One afternoon she mentions more of her Paris friends besides Ernest Hemingway like Scottie Fitzgerald and Jimmy Joyce. I remember them from my secret reading-under-the-blanket days, though most of ’em wrote big crazy books I couldn’t find any way into.


    That Kay’s a writer herself sinks in, and that seems to make her keep wanting to know more about me. How much is there to know? I’m just a stupid seventeen-year-old runaway with a little dog I carry with me everywhere. I had a stupid, uptight life in a small town in Oregon, and I learned stupid stuff in high school till I couldn’t even bother to finish my senior year and came down here to glorious San Francisco. Kay loves it that I love to read books, but why wouldn’t she? That still doesn’t explain why she wants to know all about my family.


    I won’t tell her. I just want to put all that behind me. But . . . she keeps at me. She got my last name out of me, Evans, and the location of our farm, and she keeps wanting to know what it was that made me leave home. What about your older brother, Kevin, and the younger one, Doree? How do they get along with your parents? (Better.) How do you feel about them? (They’re O.K., I guess.) What do you mean, there was this “icy tension” in the house when you were growing up? (There just was.) Can you describe it more? When did it start? How?


    Sometimes I get the crazy idea she wants to write a novel about me.


    And sometimes I start talking.


    “I remember it clearly, but I never understood it,” I say. We’re eating something she calls crumpets, which are these rock-shaped baked things that taste like pressed wood. “I mean, they’re grown-ups, so who knows why they do anything they do. But everything seemed fine, I mean, it was boring, but it was O.K. But then, well, seemed like nobody was talking to each other.” I shrug.


    “Nothing happened?”


    I shake my head. “Not that I know.”


    “Your father—did he leave the house at all?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Like take unexpected trips?”


    I cast my memory back, then say, “Where would he go? He was a farmer.”


    She looks at me with her intense green eyes, surrounded by her whipped-high corona of gray hair.


    “Any unexpected time away . . . nights he didn’t come home?”


    I shake my head. “Not my dad.”


    “How about your mother?”


    “My mother!” I give a tight laugh. A picture of Mom comes to me, her steel-gray hair, the bun in the back tight as a knot in a rope, her flinty eyes, her uplifted chin. Her gray clothes, always ironed tight as a drum. “She’s the most properest woman you can imagine.”


    “Lucinda, grammar!” she starts to say, then shakes her head and goes on, “So they were just home all the time?”


    I shrug, cast my memory back. Everything was pretty much always the same, so predictable. “They had their socials,” I tell Kay. “Went to the Pentecostal an awful lot, at least Mom did. It seemed like Dad totally stopped. Mostly, they were busy, chores to be done.” I keep shrugging. “I was just a kid back then—”


    “And you’re not now?” Her silver eyebrows fly up.


    I give my head a shake. “I don’t know what I am.”


    “You don’t like talking about this?”


    I lean back, take a sip of the tea. She’s gotten me to like it with milk, like the English do. “Would you?”


    “I just want to understand you better, Cynda. It’s just my way.”


    I don’t say anything.


    “There’s always a reason” she says, “for everything.” She pauses a second as that thought settles in, and then she’s off again. “So, tell me just what happened when you felt things change—”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Details,” she says. The way her nose goes up, it’s like she’s started breathing fire. “Details!”


    - - - - -


    What can i remember? Our farmhouse was taut with secrets, things never said—dared not thought. But still things worked. Mom always kept fresh-cut flowers on the dining table, then she didn’t. Dad always carefully took off his boots outside and only walked in his stocking feet inside the house, then he marched in his shoes across the living room carpet after feeding the pigs, and Mom didn’t say a word, just looked at him so hard I thought they’d both explode. Our television privileges, pathetic anyway, were revoked. We screamed (maybe I was the loudest), “But we didn’t do anything!” Dad wouldn’t listen. Mom was always upstairs. No Ben Casey. No Gunsmoke. No Twilight Zone. Not even Ed Sullivan.


    Kevin grew a basketball at the end of his fingers; he was always off playing. Doree disappeared into her dolls. When I could, I would sneak into my parents’ room to see what I could find. On the dresser were pictures of Jesus, and there seemed to be more and more of them. In the hamper were only my mother’s stiff clothes and iron-clad underwear, nothing from my father. How could that be? In the back of a drawer was a picture frame with the glass busted out of it and a torn picture, of just my mother and her sister, my Aunt Maude, inside. There were new bottles of pills on top of my mother’s dresser. . . .


    “Something happened—” Kay interrupts me. She snaps her long, bony fingers at me. “Come on, Lucinda, remember!”


    I feel myself clench down inside. “There’s nothing to—”


    “There has to be something.” Kay’s standing now, pacing back and forth. Her tall curls of silver hair float across the room like froth on a wave. She has the highest forehead and a sharp nose, and it’s like she’s a ship just plowing ahead. “Remember!”


    “I can’t think of—” But then I stop. Something clicks, a picture floats back up in my mind.


    “What?” Kay breathes.


    “Well, it was later, things were so quiet and tense, but then there was a scene—”


    “Between them?”


    I nod. “It was like it all came to a head. Dad was doing the bills, and Mom came in and she was holding something. . . .” I pause, it’s all hazy. I was down on the floor reading, Kevin was cleaning out a carburetor with a wire brush, Doree was cutting up paper dolls; and there Mom was, standing with something rolled up in her hand. I exhale. “I think it was a magazine—”


    “A magazine?” Kay goes, her voice rising. Intense curiosity is blooming off her skin, a red flush. “What do you mean?”


    “She had it—I can see her now with it, it’s rolled up tight in her hand. She’s waving it at my father—”


    “What kind of magazine?” Kay’s brow tightens.


    “I don’t know.”


    “Was it a big one, like Life?”


    I shake my head.


    “Time? Newsweek? Sports Illustrated?”


    “We never subscribed to any magazines that I can—


    “Then why would your mother be upset about a magazine? What could it possibly—” Kay catches her breath, stops pacing. She’s giving me hawk eyes down her long fluted nose. “Tell me, what was your father doing while your mother was waving the magazine at him?”


    I close my eyes, try to bring it back. “He’s just standing there. He’s—”


    “Lucinda, look more closely. Details!”


    “I’m trying.” I gulp a breath. All this is hugely upsetting to me, though I’m not sure why. “Dad’s just standing there, and he’s got his hands in his pockets, and his shoulders are kinda slumped, and Mom’s slapping the magazine against her hand, and he’s looking—he’s like a dog being whipped.”


    Kay raises her imperious chin. “What is your mom saying?”


    “She’s—” I shudder, then shake my head. “She’s not saying a word, just waving the rolled-up magazine back and forth with this look—this look of fury on her face.”


    Kay nods, then says softly, “Let’s think about the magazine. What can you remember about that? It’s in color, right, bright, gaudy colors? With pictures—lots of pictures?”


    She’s seeing something in her writer’s eye, and I try to see it, too. I close my eyes. Mostly I see my mother’s enraged eyes. The magazine, it’s just a blur there in the air, the way she’s . . . but then I can see it more clearly. “There’s no cover on it,” I say softly, “and the pages inside are . . . they’re all like torn up. I can remember the way they’re whistling in the—”


    “Your mother,” Kay interrupts. She’s jabbing the palm of her left hand with the pointer finger of her right. “She has to be saying something.”


    “I can’t—” I shake my head. “Kay, they just sent us to bed.”


    “No yelling?”


    “That wasn’t her way. She was—” I close my eyes, and I remember Mom, tight and cold and imperious. “I don’t know—”


    “Lucinda, more,” Kay says softly, a whisper. Her cheeks stay flushed. “I need more.”


    I shake my head. “It was, the way she looked, it was like he . . . he was simply a dog—not even that.”


    Kay lifts her bumped nose, glares down it at me again; and for a second I see my mother there, that coolness, distance. But I also feel my own wheels spinning up, thoughts, ideas, possibilities. . . .


    “Kay, what do you think happened?” I say this so low I’m not even sure I’m speaking.


    “I don’t know.”


    “Kay?” There has to be something grown-up here, something she sees that I don’t. “Kay, what is it?”


    She takes a minute, then shakes her head. “I wasn’t there, Lucinda. There’s nothing I can know for sure.”


    That’s when I lose it. “Kay, something happened. They’re my parents, my whole family! From that night on nothing was ever the same.” I’m breathing hard, loud. “If you have any fucking idea—”


    “Lucinda!”


    I pull back. I know that Kay hates it when I curse. She says I’m like a little sailor. Thing is, when she says that, I usually flush with pride, but not today.


    “It was just a magazine,” I say. “A stupid rolled-up, tattered old magazine.”


    Kay gives me this look of dire pity, and I kind of shrink up inside.


    “It’s all right, dear,” she says finally. “Grown-ups have their . . . well.” She reaches over and takes my shoulders, then pulls me to her. I smell her rose and iris perfume, a whole flower garden of it, rising off her white, chalky old-lady skin. I also feel her thin, bony hands holding me, pulling me to her. It’s so long since my mother or father held me like that, like they needed me as much as I needed them; and though I hesitate a moment, that’s all it is, a moment. A second later I’m swarming within her embrace, doing my damnedest to simply drown myself in it.


    - - - - -


    Kay writes every day till lunchtime. I can hear her typewriter clacking away from her rooms at the top of the house. I go to the public library one afternoon, have to sneak Toto in in a bag, and find three of her books, the titles in gold on water-bled red binding, hand-stamped dates showing how many times they’d been checked out on a pasted-in slip of paper. The one in my hand: Last time out was March 12, 1965—two years ago.


    I take a closer look at the book. It’s in English, of course, but there are a lot of words I don’t recognize in italics. I think they’re German or French. It’s a novel, and it takes place in Europe. I read a few paragraphs, and suddenly I want to be just where this book is taking place. I don’t have a library card and ask a tall, pretty librarian how I can get one. She says I need proof of a permanent address. Oh. I put Kay’s novel back on the shelf, right where I found it.


    Toto gets a kind of a cough, and I worry I’ll have to take him to a vet, which I can’t afford. I don’t have any money to speak of. Kay says as long as I stay with her, she’s willing to give me an allowance, but that doesn’t seem right, and so I keep heading down to Haight. I’ve been having a lot of luck in front of the Peace Eye bookstore. It’s almost summer, and the street is getting clogged with tourists and warm-weather hippies. I keep Toto close to me, and he gets better.


    The Beatles have put out a single, and it’s blowing everyone’s mind. You can hear it pouring out of nearly every window on Page or Masonic. I love the freaky side, Strawberry Fields Forever. Story is it’s John Lennon remembering a place where he grew up in Liverpool. Some place, eh? I think what a song written about where I grew up would be called. Grange Hall for a While? Newberry’s When You’ve Got a Quarter?


    And so the days pass.


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower, she’s back on the streets. I—I had a huge fight with Kay. I can’t—boy, she was mean. What happened? I can hardly. . . .


    O.K. Here’s what went down. She told me she thought it was disgusting that I kept panhandling. I pulled out my pockets. There was three dollars and change there.


    “I told you, I can give you money,” she said. Her silver eyebrows were cocked up high.


    “And I told you, I don’t want to take money from you.”


    “Why not?” She was breathing steadily, but I could tell she was worked up. “You take it from strangers.”


    “Yeah, but that’s what we do. It’s the vibe.”


    “The . . . vibe?”


    “Yeah,” I said, “the vibe.”


    “What in the world does that mean?”


    “It means, there’s always money enough out there. It means you can live free—”


    “Free?” She spit that out. “That’s just this silly word you hippies have.”


    I was back on my heels now, realizing I was being attacked. I held Toto closer to me. “Only ’cuz you’re jealous.”


    “I’m—”


    “Yeah, old and jealous. I’m living this free life, and you’re not.”


    “What’re you saying?” She took a step toward me.


    “What are you saying?” I didn’t flinch.


    “I’m saying, as long as you stay here with me, I forbid you to go beg on the streets—like some pathetic mendicant.”


    “You . . . forbid . . . me?”


    She folded her arms over her chest. She was wearing a pleated ivory blouse.


    “Lucinda!” she called out, but it was too late. Toto and I were out the door.


    One dollar and forty seven cents, I say to myself. I couldn’t get my usual place in front of the Peace Eye bookstore, so I’m next to a phone booth in front of a liquor store. I’m not sure what day it is, though it feels like a Saturday. A lot of people are out. There’s one of the tourist buses they run by. Old men and women are staring at me through the bus window. I hold up my middle finger.


    Some old guy drops a quarter in my cup. I’ve seeded it with pennies so when someone drops something, it makes a nice rattle. I’m a success! I add the quarter to my total. One dollar and seventy-two cents.


    Should I have taken Kay’s offer? I know I had it pretty sweet there, but truth was, I was getting bored. I’m not down here in the Haight to have the easy life. I’m here for adventure, fun, kicks. And . . . I haven’t been having much of that lately.


    Clink. What was that, a dime? One dollar and eighty-two cents.


    With a little luck I’ll be over two bucks soon. Then maybe I can afford a nice dinner at Love Burger.


    Still with no place to sleep tonight. Maybe I’ve gotten a little spoiled, not so into the park again.


    But, hell, it’s only a little after noon. See, that’s what I mean. Staying with Kay, knowing where my bed and three squares were coming from, I was getting soft, settling for the easy life. For real! I never used to worry where I’d end up. I’d just be—Toto and me, we’d just always be taken care of.


    It’s been cloudy all morning, and finally it starts to rain. It’s been a really wet spring here in San Francisco, and I’m sitting there on the street with my jacket zipped all the way up, Toto warm against my breasts, and this sort of mothy fake fur collar I got pulled tight around my neck. I’m pretty much beneath an overhang, but I have to keep scrunching up my Keds to get them out of the rain.


    I grit my teeth. Sit there. The rain’s keeping the tourists off the street, and I don’t pick up more than a couple nickels the rest of the day.


    Hmmnnnnph! No, I’m not going back to Kay’s. I’m not—


    “Hey, Flower, how ya doin’?”


    I look up, and it’s Harley. He’s got his big moony grin underneath his bike helmet, and he’s looking so goofy and stupid, I just can’t help myself. I go, “I’m fuckin’ miserable!”


    “Babe!”


    “I mean, I’m sitting out here, I don’t have much more than a fuckin’ dollar to my name, Toto’s shivering, I’m hungry, and I don’t know where I’m crashing tonight.” I look up at him, and I can tell my paraffin-blue eyes are huge and round. Has being at Kay’s spoiled me this much? But I keep going. “And all I’m lookin’ at for dinner is whatever I can swipe from the fuckin’ market. Harley, I can’t eat another meal of Vienna sausages and Hostess fruit pies!”


    “I hear ya, babe.” Harley’s squatted down so he’s at my eye level.


    “You—” Harley’s still smiling like a loon.


    “You oughta come with me—”


    “Oh, yeah, under your tree in the fuckin’ park—in the rain?”


    He shakes his head. “I got a whole new scene going, babe.”


    I don’t remember him calling me “babe” so much before, if at all. There’s something sort of bigger than usual and cocky about him, can’t quite put my finger on it.


    “Like what?” I say.


    “Like the answer to your prayers.”


    “Oh, yeah!” I let out, clearly meaning: Yeah, sure, tell me all about it.


    But maybe that’s part of what I do mean, because Harley says, “Found some people—interesting people. Got me off the street.” He reaches into his jeans and pulls out a roll of bills. First one off the top is a twenty. Shows me the next one, it’s a twenty, too, as if I’d think it was just a fake roll.


    “What’re you doing, Harl? You working for somebody?”


    A smirk. “I don’t call it work.”


    “What is it?”


    He runs a finger across his lips, zipping them.


    That pisses me off, and I pull my knees even closer to my chest. The cool air snaps at the bare skin through the holes in my jeans. Toto squirms upward, trying to get his head out of the opening in my jacket. I unzip it a couple inches and he pops his bright-eyed head through. Then coughs. Shit! I hadn’t heard the cough for a couple weeks.


    “Harley, what the fuck are you into?” I shout, just losing it. “Why won’t you tell me?”


    “Let me take you to dinner.”


    “What?”


    “Dinner, babe.”


    “What, in a restaurant?”


    “Anywhere you want.” He gives his roll of bills a tap.


    “No,” I say. I’m still full of fire. This doesn’t feel like spare change, it feels like a handout.


    “Hey, come on.” He stands up, and it’s weird; it’s suddenly colder and wetter with his head three feet farther from mine.


    “What about Toto?” I finally say.


    “We’ll sneak him in. What you feel like? I been going to this steak place over on Masonic, up the hill.” Harley keeps smirking. “Steak, you ain’t had it for a while, it’s pretty righteous, Flower.”


    Against my better judgment I start salivating. It’s terrible, my mouth’s getting all ahead of me; and the next thing I know I’m following Harley down the street.


    - - - - -


    Harley still won’t tell me what he’s up to, but he says where he’s staying there’s plenty of room, and that I oughta come crash with him. I tell him straight out that I’m not doing a thing with him, and he half squirms and half smirks but finally says, “Hey, who even thinks I want to put moves on you?”


    “I’m serious.”


    “Me, too, babe. It’s O.K.”


    “And quit calling me babe!”


    So here Flower is, on the back of Harley’s bike, my belly full, pleasant little sauteed-mini-mushroom burps popping out of my mouth, and we’re heading out Parnassus, which turns into Judah, dodging the white and green streetcars, Harley gunning his hog, Toto and me holding on for dear life—but digging the rush—and then we’re heading up a hill, then stopping on this stone-quiet block in front of a big old Victorian house behind a black-metal fence and gate.


    The whole house is dark, like nobody’s there, but that doesn’t stop Harley. We climb a switchback of steps up to a wooden landing, and he just twists the knob and walks in.


    I see candles—along a long hallway, then back into distant rooms, nothing but homemade candles, wax swirled in multicolors, and each flame a slightly different tint: some yellow, others peach, some blue, even a few purple. It’s pretty trippy.


    From the back rooms comes music, Indian raga–like but with electric guitars and drums, and an organ droning over it. My eyes are adjusting, and when we get through the hallway, we’re in a dining room with a big oak table and Indian fabrics on the walls and billowing down from the ceiling. It’s pretty strange, like something out of an Arabian Nights tale—like we stumbled into a tent in the desert with nomads or something.


    I’ve taken Harley’s hand, and I’m letting him lead me and Toto along. Finally, I hear voices. They’re coming from a kitchen, which is to the left of the room we’re in, down another short corridor.


    The kitchen’s lit normally, and in it are three guys and a chick. Two of the guys are big, with tight black T-shirts and thick, greasy hair falling past their shoulders. The chick’s a little older than me, and taller, with straight blonde hair, like mine. She’s pretty, and I immediately flash on whether she’s prettier than me. I don’t think so; she’s got something a little tight to her mouth that crimps up her face and there’s no apple-blush to her cheeks. The third guy’s wearing a leather vest with fringes and a paisley shirt with a high collar buttoned up tight at his neck. Above the collar he has an Adam’s apple so big it’s like the first thing I see; it keeps beating in and out, like some kind of heart.


    The kitchen is so thick with doobie that I feel my eyeballs start to pop.


    “Hey,” Harley says. I’ve let go his hand and am leaning up against a refrigerator painted in pink and lavender swirls.


    “You’re the new guy, right?” the guy in the leather vest says. He has thin dirty-blond hair parted right in the middle and falling to his shoulders. He’s half a foot shorter than the other two guys.


    Harley nods.


    “Who’s the chick?”


    “I’m Flower,” I say. “This is Toto.”


    The guy gives me a quick smile. “And I’m the Wizard.” His eyes are laughing brightly. He’s holding a joint and takes a hit off it, then squeaks out in a heliumlike voice, “You can call me Wiz.”


    The blonde chick chuckles. Her fingers dance over to the back of the guy’s neck and she rubs it.


    “So how’d it go?” this Wizard (who I know, of course, is throwing a goof at me) asks Harley.


    “Bitchin’,” he says. “Everybody just where they were sposed to be, everybody had the scratch.” He gives his right front pants pocket a pat.


    Wizard nods. “We’ll go settle up in a bit.” He holds out his joint. “You want a hit?”


    “Yeah, man.” Harley takes the joint, then passes it to me. I’m still not into weed that much, but, hell, I think, I’m already pretty stoned just being here and breathing the freaking air; and so I take the cigarette, which is down to roach-size, and hold it at the end of my middle finger and thumb. Its coal almost burns my skin. I pull the joint up to my mouth, but then something gets to me, and I only mock take a drag off it.


    “You ain’t gonna get high like that, sugar,” Wizard says. With a deft hand he reaches out with a clip and grabs the roach. “You gotta hit it hard!” He pulls smoke off the sizzling joint down his throat, the roach glowing flame orange, until the Zig-Zag paper combusts and nothing but a fine flicker of black ash floats down to the floor.


    The blonde chick reaches over and puts her mouth over Wiz’s, and he blows his smoke into her. They clutch each other for a long moment, swaying in the center of the kitchen. When they finally pull apart, Wiz says to Harley, “O.K., dude, let’s go finish up our business.” He looks straight at me. “Flower, you’ll be all right here, right?”


    I pull Toto closer to me, then nod. What else can I do?


    “I’m Sheree,” the chick says. She holds out her hand. “Let’s go play some music.”


    I’m not really getting a bad vibe off the place, or even one all that strange for what’s going down in San Francisco. Maybe it’s just because I was at Kay’s for the last week I’m thinking about it at all. Anyway, Sheree leads me into the main room—what at home we used to call the living room—and it’s thick with the Indian cloth and handmade candles. It’s so dark that I bump into a knee-high round wooden table and start to fall. Sheree reaches out but not in time. Fortunately there’s a bunch of big fat pillows on the ground, and I just tumble into them. Toto scampers up to me and starts licking my face to make sure I’m all right.


    The only thing Sheree says is, “Are you more into the Dead, Quicksilver, or the Airplane?” She’s standing over the stereo, fanning record albums.


    “I dig the Beatles,” I say. “Though I crashed with the Dead a few weeks ago.”


    “Really?” Sheree goes. “That sounds cool.”


    I nod. Toto’s still up at my face, his little tongue going crazy on my chin. I finally lift him up by his warm belly and try to get him settled on one of the pillows.


    She puts the first Dead LP on the box, and the first song, The Golden Road ( To Unlimited Devotion), comes up. Lucky me.


    “So what do you guys do here?” I ask.


    “Where you from, New York?”


    I shake my head, Huh? “No, I’m from up north in Oregon.”


    “Oh. You know it’s only people from back East who ask what you do. You’re from here, you ask what’re you into.” Her voice is sort of high and breathy as she says this.


    I feel my mouth twisting. “O.K., Sheree, what’re you guys into?”


    “Oh,” she says, her nose going up in the air. “Lots of things.”


    I’m suddenly standing, walking down the hall. I call out, “Hey, Harley, where are you?” Toto, deep into his pillow, doesn’t follow me.


    No answer. There’s a staircase, and I start to climb it. Everything’s still candlelit, and it’s no less dark as I get higher. I’m treading very carefully, don’t want to trip again.


    I call out again, “Harley? You up here?”


    It’s almost totally dark as I move along the second floor. There are doors, open only a couple inches. I hear the Dead album floating up the stairs, but I also hear strange sounds. They’re faint, and I can’t make out what they are. They sound to me something like giant sponges being wrung out. I hear what I’m sure is water dripping. And then something human, I think. Sighs, or are they moans? I can’t tell. It’s like a thousand whispers all at once—and in my head, it’s like they’re all coming straight at me, like a flurry of arrows.


    I’m back down the stairs in a flash; back with Sheree and Toto, sitting there like some little pasha on his pillow. And—thank God—there’s Harley and the guy who wants me to call him the Wizard.


    “Hey, Flower, where were you?”


    “Looking for you.”


    “I’ve been here all the time.”


    “Stop it!” I say, and it comes out loud. “I didn’t smoke any weed,” I say under my breath to myself. “I didn’t—”


    “Anyway, Carl here—” he gestures to the blond-haired Wiz guy “—he’s got a proposition for you. Easy, peasy, babe. And it’ll put a quick hundred bucks in your pocket.”


    - - - - -


    So here Flower is, I’m on a bus, a big green duffel bag slung up on the rack above, half a dozen kilos of Maui prime stuffed in underneath my new change of clothes, and I’m reading Anna Karenina (spent last summer up in Bend lost to War and Peace; saved my head) and gazing out the window. I’m wondering what Sacramento’s going to be like. (The weed’s actually for a small town called Davis, a few miles west, with a university there—and a deep hunger for smoke.) It’s awful flat around here now, and I guess it’s the center of farm land, but different from home—more rows and rows of whatever they’re growing. Guess they aren’t growing much weed, or else I wouldn’t have to be here running it in.


    The truth is: I’m scared to death.


    The joy is: I’m scared to death.


    Wiz—why call him Carl?—fronted me twenty-five bucks plus paid my bus ticket, and Sheree promised she’d take care of Toto. (When I woke up the next morning, I found a dozen people sitting out in a big backyard, drinking coffee and tea and eating these wonderful sweet cranberry muffins from down the street; Sheree said Toto could hang out there in the sunshine anytime he wants.) Harley’d admitted he’d been moving weed around for a month now and was rolling in cash, and I—I was damn tired of having nothing of my own, as cool and free as that was supposed to make me feel.


    A hundred bucks! I’d never had that much in my life. Even the twenty-five in my pocket is amazing. The whole amount sounds like a fortune.


    And what could be easier, just ride the bus like anybody else, get off at the other end, meet a Dodge Dart driven by a guy named Shadow (I’ll recognize the car; it’ll have two orange Styrofoam Union 76 balls on the radio antenna), pass the contraband to him, then take the next bus back to the city to pick up my cash.


    I’m counting it in my head now, seeing tens and twenties being laid out in my palm. Harley told me if it works out, no reason it couldn’t become a regular gig. How hard is that? Just sit here on the bus reading Anna Karenina or dreaming my dreamy thoughts while the boring countryside rolls by, then hand over the goods and count the buckos.


    Except I got a real paranoid streak down my back, and I’m thinking everybody on the bus is on to me—they can just smell the cannabis in the duffel—and they’re gonna get the driver to walkie-talkie ahead, and there’ll be half a dozen . . . no, a full dozen . . . cop cars waiting for me and big, mean sniffer dogs and handcuffs and drawn guns: Look at Flower, big-time dope runner, hauled down by the law, making some narc’s career! (And, damn, what’s that highway patrol car doing right next to the bus right this second. . . ? Oh, passing us by, and taking the turnoff we just went past.)


    O.K., I’m holding it together, though I wish I had Toto with me, he makes everything go down mellower, and I hope he’s having a good time out in that backyard. Breathe slower. Deeper. Ah, that’s better. . . .


    There’s no bus stop in Davis, so the plan is, I go past it to Sacramento and meet Shadow there. I see the Davis turnoff and know I’m getting close. In Sacramento, we run right up next to the state capitol—it’s this crumbly white building; I’ve seen it on TV, but it looks a lot smaller in person—and then we’re in the smoky, grimy terminal.


    I can’t see any Dodge Darts, orange balls or not, so I get off the bus like any other passenger, then head into the waiting area. The duffel is heavy, and I’m pulling it along the floor. Here’s Flower, slight young thing dragging along her big green ball and chain.


    To my startlement some guy grabs the web strap and lifts the bag off the floor. I whirl around at him and cry, “Hey, that’s my bag.”


    People are stopping and staring at us, but the guy just keeps pulling on the strap. I’m holding on for dear life. The guy’s tall, with shoulder-length pitch-black hair underneath a bright red bandanna. “What’re you—” I start to say, when he gives the bag a tug, nearly pulling me over, then whispers, “Hey, Flower, cool it.”


    This is Shadow? Jesus, he’s hardly inconspicuous. He’s wearing a blousy white shirt with puffy sleeves and corduroy pants made out of purple paisley print. He’s even taller than I first thought. I’m only five-four, but this guy’s gotta be well over six feet.


    We’re still in the middle of the waiting room. There’re rent-a-cops over there, drinking coffee, and uniformed bus guys everywhere, not to mention dozens of passengers. This guy’s grinning down at me like some kind of hawk-nosed loon.


    “You’re not being very cool,” I whisper, and he makes a big deal of not hearing me. He’s standing there with the duffel over his shoulder. I say, louder, “O.K., is this it?” I’m half looking toward the departure sign, see when the next bus is, when he grabs my arm and says, “Come on, let’s blow.”


    Jesus! Do I make a scene here, with all the dope in the duffel? No, I’m not crazy. The guy’s got his big hand on my bare upper arm and he’s leading me out of the terminal. In the parking lot I see the Dart with the two Union 76 balls, except there are three of ’em, squashed one on top of the other. You can’t miss this big flash of orange flying like a flag above the sea-green car.


    “Where’re we going?” I say. Then: “I gotta get back to Frisco.”


    He just keeps dragging me, and what am I gonna do, cry for the police? So I just go with him. When we get to the Dart, he opens the trunk, throws in the duffel, then gallantly opens the passenger door for me. He does it with a whole swashbuckler thing, bending at the waist and flourishing me into the door.


    I climb in, and when the guy gets in behind the steering wheel—he’s so tall, he’s scrunching in—I say again, “Where’re we going?”


    He winks at me. “We thought you might like a little vacation out here in cow country.”


    I roll my eyes. Cow country! Last thing in the world I need.


    “Who’s we?”


    “Carl and your pals back in the city.”


    “Yeah, and what gives him the right to make any decisions for me?” I’m breathing a little fast. “And by the way, are you this guy Shadow he told me about?”


    The driver extends a hand, says, “That’s me.” Then: “Well, you know, you kinda work for him now.”


    “Yeah, but you’re kidnapping me.”


    Shadow gives me a look, then pulls the car over to the side of the road. It’s hot out here, and I realize I’ve been digging the air rushing in and beating back my hair. “You want out?” He points to the side of the road, which is dirt and some wire fence. “Flower?” He’s curling his wide purply lips.


    I wasn’t bluffing, but it seems I was. I sit there furiously silent for a long couple minutes, then I squeak out, “O.K., where are we going?”


    “You’ll see.” And Shadow just laughs.


    - - - - -


    It’s a big, white clapboard farmhouse a few miles outside the town of Davis. We go down a quarter-mile drive and pull up in front of the place. There’s a guy without a shirt out front working an old-fashioned water pump, and two chicks in sundresses lying on chaise longues.


    The place couldn’t look more pleasant. The house, unlike my parents’ in Bend, is wide open, breezy, and sunny. There’s very little furniture, just these big pillows on the floor and watercolors of flowers on the walls. Later I learn that it’s the shirtless guy, his name’s Run, and he’s half Japanese, who painted them; he was an art student at the university. The two girls are Patsy and Merry. Patsy’s from Seattle. She’s got long, straight black hair and tortoiseshell glasses that perch on her nose like a librarian; she’s always reading books, which jazzes me. She was a student at the UC, too. Merry’s on the road like me; she says she’s from L.A. but hated all the phonies down there and met Carl in San Francisco before heading out here. Shadow grew up on a farm on the other side of Sacramento, but he’s traveled everywhere. Merry told me he spent some time with this guy Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters. I’d heard of them in Frisco; they were behind the Acid Tests that were the thing the year before I got to town.


    It’s a little weird, but it seems they’ve been waiting for me to show up. I’m not sure why, but I find a room upstairs all ready for me, with clean sheets and a heap of pillows. There’s even a fan in the window.


    I settle right in, and it’s pretty sweet. They call themselves the Big Star commune (there’s a banner on the wall with a big red star with a black fist inside it), and the girls cook huge meals of grains and vegetables for breakfast, lunch, and dinner; nobody goes hungry. Shadow is good at keeping everything going, and Run, he’s quiet, but I’m getting the sense that he’s the idea man in the group. What’s the idea? I’m not sure, though Merry and Run take off the next day to the campus with the weed I brought. When they get back that night, they pile a big heap of wrinkled and smushed bills, mostly fives, some tens, in the center of the dining table, and before dinner we all count it out. There’s over $500. Shadow makes a point of handing me my $75, what I’m owed for bringing the stuff out here.


    They sell it; except for Shadow they don’t smoke it. Run drinks beer, Patsy wine, but I’m a little surprised how sober the whole scene is. You know, that suits me. Here Flower is, taking up with a new family. And so far I dig it.


    We’re a universe of kids; that’s what’s so new these days. The Beatles, you listen to them, they’re our guides (and I’m even getting into their new flip-side song, Penny Lane—really dig the homey pictures of barbers and nurses Paul’s singing about), along with writers like Ken Kesey and Joseph Heller, and poets like Allen Ginsberg. More than books, we have our own way of living, our own businesses, our own ways of thinking. That’s what we start doing at night, listening to Patsy and Run debate. They’re talking political stuff, most of it’s over my head, but I dig the sound of their voices going back and forth.


    “You’re wrong,” Patsy says. “Anarchism offers no solution to the imperialistic power structure. Dig it, Run. It’s got no shape or form—that’s the whole idea, right?”


    “Absofuckinglutely,” Run says. His sly smile’s cooking.


    “But then it’s nothing, it’s like air. Only organized resistance can destroy the structure of oppression to the individual.”


    That last sentence is a mouthful; I don’t know what it means. But Run right away says, “We gotta stay free—that’s the whole idea!”


    Patsy shakes her head. “Free? No one will truly be free until we’re all free—until the truly oppressed are free. And that freedom can only come from self-defense struggle—and you know where Mao said that has to come from!”


    “Are we ready for revolution?” Run asks softly.


    Patsy’s quiet too; it looks like she’s thinking big time. Then she says in a half whisper, “We really have any fuckin’ choice?”


    All their high-falutin’ talk makes my head spin. When I say this to Run later that night, he says, “Flower, you know, at the core of the revolution is a dialectic.


    “A what?”


    “Dialectic.”


    I pinch my brow. “What’s that, like some kind of battery?”


    Run laughs, then shrugs. “Means basically that we yell at each other a lot.”


    “You sure do that.” We smile at each other.


    Seems like every night after dinner they do their dialectic thing. I just drop into one of the big pillows, letting the talk rise up around me, and watch all their faces.


    Shadow’s is the deepest-furrowed. He’s already got lines, coursing his forehead and crinkling next to his mouth. His black hair’s in a widow’s peak and is usually pulled back in a ponytail he squinches tight with a Mexican leather band. He wears tight jeans and shirts with bolo ties; he looks a little cowboy to me, even the way he walks, his knees wide, his body falling back on his heels. Run’s hair’s a bowl cut, like early John Paul George Ringo, and he has two ruby studs in one ear. He’s got a sensitive rounded chin, dark black eyes, and full, Mick Jagger lips. I’m starting to think he’s kind of cute. Patsy, like I said, looks like a junior librarian, and Merry has puffs of reddish gold hair that ring her head, big actressy eyes, and a faint fluff of blonde hairs above her mouth, which I can’t decide if it’s gross or sort of fun.


    And Flower? I’m pulling back my own blonde tangles, digging how the sun’s been lightening my hair, and I’ve been borrowing clothes from Merry, who’s only half a size bigger than me; and so day in, day out I’m in long flowing skirts that with the sun behind, you can see through, and filmy white blouses and no bra. They’re like fairy clothes, and I love to dance and whirl across the lawn, feeling almost naked and free. One morning I just start doing cartwheels, the loose skirt dropping over my head, my white underwear shining like long-held secrets revealed, Run and Shadow and the girls sitting in the lawn chairs clapping and whistling, bright with glee.


    I start missing Toto. I’m sleeping alone—I think Patsy’s sleeping with Shadow, and Merry with Run, but it’s possible I’m wrong; or that they switch around?—but I have nothing in bed with me, and I miss Toto’s warm little belly horribly. He’s my best friend. I’m also sort of wondering why I’m out here on this farm outside Sacramento, though it’s groovy enough and I’m not really too freaked. It’s all a pretty nice summer layback, and I’m going with the flow.


    One Friday afternoon at the beginning of June, Run swoops the Dodge Dart into our driveway, slams on the brakes, then jumps out and cries, “I’ve got it! It’s out!”


    I’m across the way hoeing our vegetable garden. He’s holding up something flat that flashes alternatively red and blue. It’s about the size of a . . . record.


    Is this it? We’ve heard rumors. A new Beatles album. Run talked to a musician friend in San Francisco, who told him a new record was on its way, and it was going to blow everyone’s mind.


    I drop my hoe, lift my skirt, and dash into the house. Run is already there, plastic wrap falling behind him on the floor, standing over the stereo.


    “What’s it called?” I say.


    Run smiles at me. “Dig this. It’s not the Beatles at all. It’s a whole new group. They’re calling themselves Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.”


    “Wow!” I move up next to him. I’m thinking how much like one of our San Francisco psychedelic bands that sounds like. This is gonna be a trip.


    The rainbow-swirl label starts to spin on the changer, and the tone arm automatically drops. Run is holding the album jacket, and for the first time I see that it folds open—it’s a whole amazing-looking package—and that on the cover there is a sea of little faces.


    “Are the Beatles even there?”


    “Shhhh,” Merry goes. She’s come up behind us.


    Whssp, whsssssp, the needle runs the outer rim, and the first thing we hear is . . . not a song, but a crowd noise, sounds of a brass band tuning up. What the. . . ? Then there’s a heavy bass, drums, guitar, and what sounds like Paul singing about someone named Sgt. Pepper and how his band’s been going in and out of style for twenty years, then there’s a horn riff, and then John comes in on the chorus, chanting that that’s who they are now: They are Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band!


    Shadow and Patsy have joined us, and after Run turns the stereo up as loud as he can, we all move over to our mauve couch popping springs, which we fall back into, the five of us squeezed tight right in front of the speakers.


    How can I explain it? The sounds, the songs, the sweep of what we’re hearing. I can’t take it all in at once. I mean, there’s a harpsichord on one song, strings on others, a whole sitar raga thing kicking off side two, and all kinds of jumbled sounds all over the place even though at bottom it’s still great drums-and-bass rock ’n’ roll; and I guess nobody else can take it all in either, ’cuz as soon as this piano crash at the end of side two that seems to last forever actually fades to silence and the needle whssp, whsssssps again, Run gets up and simply flips over the black disk, and we listen to the whole astonishing record all over again.


    And again and again. All weekend we play Sgt. Pepper, first side, second side, first side, second side. Nobody gets even a bit tired of it. Every time I hear it, I see something new. I’ve never, ever . . . and then there’s the cover. That totally blows my mind. The jacket doesn’t come to me till everyone else has looked at it, and when I finally hold it in my hands, I see the Beatles there on the front, in their satin band suits, and the wax figures of the four black-suited moptops next to them, and above them this collage of faces—faces on top of faces over more faces.


    The game, I get it, is to see how many you can recognize. I’m not doing too badly for a chick who only got through high school. There’s Dylan, of course, and W.C. Fields, whose movies I’d watch on the Late Show when I could sneak it; oh, there’s Laurel and Hardy, too. I get Marilyn Monroe, but not the wax figure glamour puss in a gold lamé dress next to George. And up in the top row is Edgar Allen Poe; The Gold Bug is still one of my favorite short stories. But so many of the faces I don’t have a clue about. It makes me a little frustrated, but kind of excited, too: like I got all this more to learn.


    We play Sgt. Pepper all weekend, have a big early-summer feast on Sunday night, lots of natural foods, grains, fresh vegetables, weird Asian spices—these guys are into health, and I’m getting into it, too—and turn in early, the harpsichord sounds of Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds winding us down.


    It’s still dark out when I hear the stereo blaring Good Morning, Good Morning, and then Run is next to my bed, saying, “Flower, get dressed.”


    “Huh?” I look at the clock: 4 a.m. “What’s up, Run?”


    “We got work to do.”


    “Work, like what?” I’m thinking, does he mean put on work clothes? I don’t have any. I say sleepily, “Can I wear a dress?”


    He gives me a funny look, then says, “We’re taking a trip.”


    “A trip? What?” I shake my dozy head. “Where?”


    “You’ll see.” He gives me an incredibly tight smile, then says, “And, um, I think you’d be more comfortable in pants. Loose pants, I’d say.”


    We eat a quick breakfast, then pile into the commune’s biggest car, a blood-red Buick with these portholes on the side. I ask a couple times where we’re going but get no answer.


    Everybody’s pretty quiet, drawn into themselves. Shadow makes a joke about a couple donkeys in Mexico, but it’s lame and nobody laughs. I’m squeezed in the back between Run and Merry, Shadow’s driving, Patsy’s shotgun. I’m not even sure in what direction we’re heading.


    Dawn starts breaking after an hour or so. We keep driving. Another three hours. Then I see a sign that says oregon.


    I get a weird feeling. Could this be about me? Why would they care? No, there’s no way they could be taking me home—why?


    They’re not. We finally get off the highway at Medford. I don’t know that town; never been there. We drive past a couple malls, then we’re into an old downtown. We pull up for a few minutes, but nobody leaves the car. Then Shadow shifts into gear and we turn down a residential street, lots of white clapboard houses.


    This is all pretty mysterious, and I’m about to insist that they tell me what’s going on when we turn down a dead-end street. At the end of it is an old pickup truck, white with patches of gray primer. The truck’s just sitting there, and we pull up behind it. Run gets out and tries the door; it opens, and he sits in the cab. His head disappears below the seat for a while, then he sits up straight, and the truck fires up with a series of roaring coughs.


    “We’re good,” Patsy says. She turns around and talks directly to me.


    “O.K., Flower, here’s the deal. We’re gonna follow Run, then Shadow, Merry, and me are going to get in the truck with him. You’re gonna stay with the Buick here. We’ll leave you the keys. I know you’ve driven it, so you’ll be O.K. All you gotta do is just stay with it. If, if somehow we don’t show up after—” she gives Merry a look “—let’s say three hours, then you can just take the car and head home. All right?”


    “What’re you guys up to?”


    A long silence, then Shadow says in his low voice, “A little work.” His purple-lipped smile. “For the revolution.”


    We drive after Run, back toward the downtown. The pickup truck heads around some leafy streets for a while, then pulls up before a big empty lot. There’s a huge elm tree right under where we parked. Merry reaches over and grasps my arm, tight, with surprising force, and then I’m alone in the Buick. The four of them pull duffel bags from the Buick’s trunk and load them into the back of the pickup. Then they drive off.


    Now I’m not stupid, but I really don’t know what’s going on. I’ve been out on this farm and everything’s been mellow; and sure they talk a lot at night, voices inflamed with wild urgency, and this revolution thing just keeps popping out and sticking to all of them like fly paper; but, really, what are we but kids in the country on a summer groove? I think back to that night we first heard Sgt. Pepper, the way the sky seemed lit with fireworks, the stars points of boundless hope and promise, the very night a plush blue cushion of endless joy. The actual reason I’m sitting here in the Buick, yawning from not enough sleep, is just not in my imagination. That’s all right. If I’d been thinking as much as I should have, I would have simply turned the engine over and gotten the hell out of there.


    About an hour passes. I daydream about Toto, hoping he’s happy in Frisco, and then think about the writer Kay, wondering how she’s doing in her big ol’ Frederick Street house. And the Dead—still playing free shows in the Panhandle? I realize I’m missing the big city. Maybe I’ll head back there and check it out again.


    I hear something and turn around, and there’s the white pickup truck flying down the empty street. Shadow’s driving, and he throws on the brakes, and with a shriek of its tires the truck slides to a stop right next to me.


    And everything’s total chaos. Shadow reaches in and grabs me roughly, pulling me out of the front seat and pushing me into the back. Then he and Patsy help Run in. The first thing I see is his face, it’s pale, almost white, and his lips stand out; they’re almost black. His T-shirt is ripped, and someone’s tied a long part of it around his upper left arm. Then I see the tied part is soaked with a rust-red color. It still takes me a minute to realize it’s blood.


    By then Shadow’s in the driver’s seat, and the two girls have piled in, too. Merry’s to my left, and Run to hers; he’s crumpled at the waist, his head in her lap. She keeps stroking his brow, brushing aside his bowl of hair.


    Shadow guns the Buick out of there. In the distance I hear sirens for the first time, but they’re still pretty far away.


    “Slow down,” Patsy says. “Drive normal.”


    “Where’s the fucking highway?” Shadow yells instead. He’s not going any slower.


    “I mean it,” she cries. “Damn you, get yourself together.”


    Run groans. It’s a heart-tearing sound, of pain and dismay. At the blood, the sudden chaos, I’m in a kind of shock myself. I bring my legs up and press them against my chest and wrap my arms around my knees. I’m a little ball. A tiny seed, floating in the breeze.


    Shadow drives down this street, then that one, and for a moment we see the rise of the highway, but the road he takes to get to it leads only to a dead end. There are more sirens now, and they’re coming from different directions, like a crazy four-track stereo record.


    “What did you guys do?” I say, but my voice is shaky and not very loud. Nobody says anything.


    “What the fuck!” Shadow cries. He’s pounding his knuckles against the steering wheel. “Where the fuck is the goddam highway?”


    Finally we come to a four-lane road. Shadow slows, turns left, and with Patsy glaring at him, he creeps slow as a snail down it. There . . . there’s a green sign that says route 99 south, with an arrow. And a cop car heading past us, and another one right behind.


    Everyone holds their breath. It’s quiet as a tomb in the Buick. Shadow creeps into the left lane, extends his arm to signal the turn, then makes it. His aim’s a little off, and he runs into the dirt next to the highway. Patsy shoots him a look. Merry’s turned around, looking back, her bright-red hair all a-tizzle. Shadow’s checking out the rearview mirror. Still nobody’s breathed. Shadow slows to merge into the highway, but there’s not a lot of traffic, so he’s on it easily. Finally our breaths start up again. There’s nothing but open road, and he holds to the right lane, driving a steady and legal sixty-five.


    When about thirty minutes later we cross the Oregon-California border, Merry starts laughing. It’s a wild, shocking laugh, close to hysteria. And it’s catching. Patsy lets out her own breathless cackle, and even I’m gasping for breath around these giggles that seem to come uncontrollable right out of my gut. It’s weird. Patsy starts shouting, and we’re all yelling and hurrahing, like we’ve just come back from the circus or something. A car full of loons. All except for Run, who makes no sound at all. Just little bubbles I can see escaping between his dark lips.

  


  


  
    


    On the Rails


    Look at Flower, I’m on this train . . . yeah, I’m sitting crosslegged in a boxcar on these loose-slatted boards (I can see the tracks clattering beneath us), looking out the open door at these amazing pine-covered hills. The air’s cool and crisp. The train judders and jerks, but now we’re slowing some, taking a tight turn, the cars groaning; and when I look down, Jesus, we’re on the very edge of the world and there’s nothing below us for a thousand feet.


    I feel Run’s hands on my neck, kneading, massaging. He’s very good that way, always letting me know he’s there, protecting me, taking care of me. I just . . . I mean, it’s amazing that I have someone like him looking out for me. It’s amazing that we’re here.


    We got back to the farm and laid Run out on the kitchen table. Patsy had worked in a doctor’s office, and she took over. She said the bullet had just left a surface wound on Run’s upper arm; that there was a lot of blood and he was in shock, but that a good bandage should get him going again. Merry took the Dodge down to the Rexall and came back with what seemed like yards of gauze.


    “Nobody watched you buy that?” Shadow said.


    Merry gave him a look, then hissed, “Don’t be so damn paranoid.”


    But we were. I pressed and got answers. They’d tried to rob a bank in Medford, but there’d been a guard in the back in the bathroom, and he came out with his pistol up. There was this scary standoff—Merry said they all just froze, the five of them and the guard, just stunned like in a silent Keystone Cops movie—but then the guard got a tight look on his face and simply shot at Shadow. He missed, but he shot again and hit Run. Shadow had a gun hidden under his shirt. He drew a bead on the guard, but Patsy hit his arm when he was pulling the trigger and the bullet went wide—nobody else was hurt.


    “Yeah, I wanted us the fuck out of there,” Patsy said later, after Run was bandaged up. “I didn’t want a fuckin’ murder rap over us.”


    “We got bank robbery,” Merry said. She was in tears half the time. I . . . I was still in shock. “Any way you cut it, we still got that.”


    “And we didn’t even get any dough,” Shadow said.


    “A big fuckup,” Patsy said. “But at least we’re all O.K.”


    “Are they after you?” I said hesitantly.


    They all shook their heads. “We had stockings over our heads.” Patsy laughed. “I saw us on a monitor, we looked like big worms—”


    I could just see that, and I gave up a giggle, it just popped out, from nerves, I’m sure; but nobody else was laughing.


    “Yeah, but we got nothing,” Shadow said. He spit. “Fuckin’ nothing.”


    Everyone was quiet. The question out there, I could tell, was: What to do next? No one wanted to speak.


    Finally Patsy said with a dark laugh, “Well, no real harm, no foul.” She shrugged. “At least it was a good practice run, right, guys?”


    That caught my breath. You mean, they’re thinking of doing that again? I kept clammed up, but from that second I simply wanted out of there. But it was this funny thing, what they’d been through made everyone closer, not in such a good way—suspicious but also desperate. One of the girls was always peeking out the window, as if she expected the cops to turn up any moment. “We’re brothers in blood now,” Shadow said at one point, and nobody contradicted him. And I can tell you, everybody kept a sharp eye on everyone else—even me. How could I get out of there? We were too far from town, there was nobody I could call, and someone always had their eyes on me. No, I didn’t see any way I could do it.


    Fortunately, Run got better quick. Patsy started off caring for him, but she got bored and told me to do it. I’d change his bandage, make sure he got a lot of rest, then talk to him.


    Run had a gentle, curious way about him that was growing on me. We talked a lot. He asked me all kinds of questions about my life, like it was important to him. I told him about the farm in Bend and my adventures in San Francisco. He asked about Harley, but I told him we were just casual friends.


    Then Run told me more about himself. His father was Japanese, his mother American, with red hair like Merry’s. Right after Run was born, his family was torn apart, his father sent to an internment camp for Japanese people about a hundred miles east of here.


    “A camp?” I said. I never heard of such a thing. “Like, what, like Nazis?”


    Run nodded. “They didn’t gas anyone, but, yeah, it was the same kind of deal. While my father was there, my parents broke up.” He gritted his teeth tight. “I was raised, well, after the war he got out, but I was raised being sent back and forth between them. It was . . . true injustice.”


    “I’ll say.”


    “And things like that are going on now. You know, we’re raised to think America is all about freedom and equality, but it’s not—”


    “That’s why you’re here?”


    He nodded. “It’s something we have to fight.”


    “I guess,” I half said.


    “No, we have to—we do.” His fist was clenched; his jaw firm. There was such passion in his eyes. I didn’t know if I’d ever felt so strongly about anything, and I was a little envious, even a little swept away.


    I said softly, “What do you—I mean, what do we do now?”


    He gave me a look I’ll never forget. It was startled and raw and yet full of this disarming warmth. “We?” he said softly. “I think we’ll just—” A quick smile. “Well, we’ll just have to see.”


    I patted his arm, just below his bandage. “You’ll keep getting better, right? And then we’ll come up with something—”


    He took a long while to do anything, and finally he gave me one nod. But it was . . . well, it was like everything had changed. Run and I had a kind of secret between us. A pact.


    Nobody told me anything, but I could tell they were planning another what they called “action.” I went to bed early; they stayed up late. Even after everyone else fell asleep, I knew Shadow stayed awake. I saw his silhouette if I got up for water or the bathroom. He was gazing out a window into the dark night, waiting for something. My first thought was he was keeping guard for the police, but he never seemed to look during the day. I didn’t have a clue what he was really looking for or even thinking, but from the glaze in his eyes I had the powerful suspicion that he was waiting for some kind of apocalypse, a true doom.


    Even after two weeks everyone was still nervous, bugging each other over nothing, jumpy. I kept changing Run’s bandage regularly. Nothing much else had happened between us, but when we were alone, he’d smile at me, and I’d smile back. Secret smiles. They were sweet.


    A few days later something got decided, and I was told that we’d all be leaving the farm. I asked if I could go back to San Francisco, but Shadow said nobody could break up the group, and the two girls nodded. I tried not to look at Run, didn’t want to give anything away, but I stole a glance at him. He was gazing down at his hands.


    There was evidently a fight over where to go. Shadow wanted New Mexico, Patsy San Diego, Merry the Midwest. Run said he didn’t see why we couldn’t stay where we were. “Obvious reasons,” Merry said, her jaw hanging down. Nobody asked my opinion.


    I was still sleeping downstairs, off the kitchen, and one night Run woke me up; it must’ve been 3 a.m. He whispered in my ear, “How fast can you get ready?”


    It took me only half a minute to say, “I’ve been ready for weeks.”


    “Well, we’re going.” He smiled, sweet, mysterious.


    I was quick up on my elbows. “What do we do?”


    “Get whatever you got to take, lighter the better, and sneak outside in five minutes, then walk down to the road. I’ll be along within half an hour.”


    I leaned up and looked him right in the eyes. They were firm, determined, fiery. I wanted to kiss him, but he quickly turned away.


    “After high school,” he told me when he met me on the dark road not even twenty minutes on, “I rode the rails a lot—”


    “You mean trains?”


    “Doesn’t cost a penny, and it’s fun.”


    My eyes were wide.


    “We just gotta get to the other side of town. We walk, it’ll take an hour or two. Maybe some early bird will give us a ride.”


    “I’m with you,” I said without a moment’s hesitation.


    We got lucky. A milkman came by and took pity on us. He ran us into Davis, and we walked another couple miles till we got to the freight line stop. There were a couple cars there, big boxy things, but not much else.


    “What do we do?” There was nothing there, just the two parallel lines of rails.


    “We wait.”


    “And?”


    “Were you good at gym? Chin-ups? Monkey bars? That kind of stuff?”


    I gave Run a nod, then to lighten the tension, I lifted my left arm and scratched my arm pit with my right. I grunted then jumped around till Run finally said, “O.K, Flower, I get it: monkey bars. O.K.”


    A train came by around dawn. There were pools of yellow light above the raw tracks. The engine thundered toward us. The whole ground was shaking, like an earthquake.


    “What do we do now?” I said breathlessly.


    “It’s going to slow up,” Run said.


    “You sure?”


    “Yep.”


    “And then?”


    “Basically, you follow me.” He was already moving along the track, his black hair streaming behind him. “I’m going to figure out the best car, then we’re gonna run like mad,” he shouted behind him. “I’ll find a way to climb aboard, but you gotta be there with me so I can pull you up.”


    “Really, we’re going to—”


    “Flower, it’ll be fine.”


    Then I had a worry. “How about your arm?” The healing had been good, but I noticed he still favored his right, uninjured arm.


    “I’ll be fine.”


    Run always knew what he was doing, till the last. I gave him my full faith.


    And it wasn’t too bad. The train finally slowed to a creep, the conductor blew the horn—a huge smoke-gray sound, filling up the whole sky—and then as a string of cars jogged by, Run and I ran in earnest. He grabbed a metal pole at the end of a car with his right hand and boosted himself up onto a ladder. It was about three feet to the boxcar door, and with both hands he swung his feet out and around till he leaped through the opening. He did a quick somersault, then got to the opening and leaned out for me.


    I was easily keeping up with the train, but just as I reached for Run’s hands, it started speeding up. The first time my fingers caught his palm, but there wasn’t enough for me to grab on to. I sped up, my blonde hair flying into my eyes. Run reached down again, and this time grasped my forearm. He lifted me then with all his strength. The way I rose into that car was like a cartoon character—effortless, with grace, almost straight up like a good witch on a broom.


    That was two days ago. The train, Run said, was heading north, and when we got to Washington, we jumped off our train and caught another one, heading east. I asked if he knew where we were going, and he simply said, “Yeah.” I raised my eyebrows, but he wouldn’t say anything more.


    It’s pretty great on the train. All day we sit there, most of the time our feet dangling out the side, and watch the countryside go past; I haven’t seen so many cows since I was back in Bend. At night I have trouble sleeping, the car so rattly and noisy, the horn blowing every time we go past a crossing gate, my eyes flinging open to flashing red warning lights. Run gives me his jacket as a pillow, and his sweet smell is on it; and I guess I sleep, because I never really get tired. It’s like every moment is crystalline with adventure.


    Heading east, we go through these amazing gorges, the train barely on tracks cut into the side of the mountains, then skirt silver ribbons of river. I remember a Woody Guthrie song we sang in elementary school. This land, it goes, was made for you and me.


    I don’t know how Run knows where we are, but he seems to pretty well; and then one afternoon he says, “O.K., next stop we’re off.”


    “To where?”


    “Little Princess,” he says. He’s started calling me that; it makes both of us laugh. “You will certainly see soon enough.”


    I do. We hop off the train and we’re in a small mountain town, just a few stores and a gas station on one road. No stoplight; not even a stop sign. Everywhere I look are pickup trucks; a lot like home. I use the Ladies at the gas station—sure beats squatting over the aluminum pail we found in a corner of the boxcar—and when I come out, Run is using a pay phone. I walk over to him and he gives me a thumbs-up.


    About fifteen minutes later a big truck turns a corner, and when Run sees it, he starts laughing, just like that. He’s holding his chest, guffawing up and down. I’m wondering what’s so funny but figure it must just be letting all the tensions go.


    Then the truck, with a squeal of tires, swings to a stop right in front of us, and this big guy in a plaid shirt wide as a blanket and with a long black beard that flows down from his chin like a waterfall comes dashing up to us, picking up little Run and swinging him around and around.


    “Wow, Mike, it’s you,” Run says, his voice a little strangled by the near choke hold this guy has him in.


    “Run, my man!” Mike finally drops Run and holds out his hand; Run gives it a loud, firm slap that resounds on the wide country street. Then he turns to me.


    “And who’s this little daisy?”


    “I’m Flower,” I say, sticking out my hand.


    This Mike guy tilts up the side of his head. “You’re not funnin’ with me, are you?” A look to Run.


    “No, that’s her name,” Run tells him. “Least the only one I know.”


    I smile, and Mike says, “Well, she’s sure pretty as a daisy!” His shirt’s rolled up his wide arms, and he throws a big hairy elbow at Run. “Cutest thing Mike’s seen in a dog’s age.”


    Run gives him what I hope is a smile of agreement, and then we all climb into the truck, me in the middle. Mike takes up about half the wide seat, which presses me over to Run. His arm’s a little cramped, and he lifts it and settles it over my shoulders. I feel warm inside, and let myself fall against him just a teensy bit, enough to feel his black hair spike my cheek.


    As we leave the town, Run says, “Big Mike’s the head of the Lumberjack Chorale.”


    “The Lumberjack Chor—”


    “Yeah, a singing chorus of lumberjacks. You’ve never heard of ’em?”


    “Can’t say that I—”


    “They were in Life magazine. Years back now, right, Mike?”


    “A whole three pages, wrapped around a Chrysler ad. Had my mug right up there big as day.”


    “Really, what—” I give my head a shake. “Now you guys are funnin’ me, right?”


    “Not for a second, sugar. Some folk people put a record out on us back in the ’50s. Real collector’s piece I hear.”


    “But that’s it—you guys sing—”


    “While we cut lumber.” Mike shrugs, and I can feel air move in the cab. “And all the rest of the time, too.”


    “It’s the coolest place I’ve ever been,” Run says. “You’ll see. I found them when I was running the rails as a kid. My dad had their album, and I just—”


    “He’s a hard worker, this boy,” Mike says. “And a fine singer. You ever heard him hit a tune?”


    I shake my head.


    “I think he’d make a great member of the Chorale, if I could get him on the right side of the law.” Mike laughs, but Run doesn’t; he blanches. We’ve been really careful not to talk about what happened back there in Oregon—even between the two of us. “Hit a nerve, eh, son?” Mike reaches past me to punch Run on the shoulder. “What have you been up to?”


    “Nothing much,” Run says. And we both hope that that’s that.


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower, I’m standing in my wispy, swirling skirt on the backs of two big guys who are bent over at the waist, bearing me up the steps into the lumberjack dining hall, as the wood sign has it—everything here is hand-hacked wood, you know—while Big Mike takes photos. Seems like I’m the only young chick these guys have seen in a while (except for the biweekly bus that comes up the hill with what Run calls “professional ladies”), and I’m being treated like a goddess, carried everywhere, applauded as I go by. It’s pretty dizzying. I think all this tribute is going to Flower’s head.


    We’re inside the dining hall, and my two “horses” carry me up to a raised platform with a rough-hewn wooden table on it. They lift me up on it, and when I get my balance, I’m looking out at a sea of red-plaid-shirted lumberjacks, aligned along more wooden tables.


    “Speech!” Big Mike calls out. He’s at the closest-in table, next to Run and an empty space I guess is mine. “Speech, speech, speech!” the rest of the room cries.


    I’m blushing. Deep, to the bottom of my skin. “Um, I—I don’t know what to say,” I start off in a wavering voice.


    “Louder.”


    “Um,” I say—well, what can I say? “Here’s to the wonderful singing lumberjacks!” And I raise my hand high as if I’m making a toast.


    They like their brew, the lumberjacks do. Their grub, as they keep calling it, too. On each table are platters of two-inch steaks (after I take my seat, Run nudges me, points to one, and says, “Buffalo”), as well as plates heaped with mashed potatoes, carrots and peas, crumbly white biscuits, and bowls of gravy—lumberjacks put thick mud-brown gravy over everything. The beer comes in huge golden mugs, and as soon as one of the lumberjacks nearly empties his, one of the servers—young guys in red bandannas, who look a little like pirates—fills it up.


    I keep thinking of all of us back on the commune eating brown rice and root vegetables, but when in Rome, they say, and I start eating like I haven’t eaten anything in weeks. I even take a small piece of buffalo and find I like it better than beef, so I’m all over it till gravy dribbles down my chin.


    Then the singing starts. Who knew there were so many lumberjack songs! Saw, Saw, Saw that Wood; I’m Topping Off Your Tree; Look, It’s Risin’ Like a Pole; It’s a Fir, Fir Way to the Hills; On Top of Old Baldy; and my favorite, Timber! Timber!, where at each chorus every man in the room bangs his mug against the tabletop and cries, “Timber!” at the top of his lungs.


    All the lumberjacks have deep, resonant voices, and they blend amazingly. And the songs just go and go. Not just lumberjack songs but cowboy songs, sea chanteys, chain gang songs from the South, I guess, as well as old folk songs—weirdly, some I’ve heard the Grateful Dead play in Golden Gate Park, including Peggy-O and I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry. We’re all singing, drinking, pounding our mugs, filling the dining hall up with sound and craziness.


    I’m starting to wonder how the lumberjacks get enough sleep to cut down trees when it’s midnight and like that all the singing stops, the men clap each other heartily on their backs and all go off to bed.


    Big Mike’s given Run and me one of three guest cabins, and it’s down a dark path. I’m following Run, and he’s stumbling, and I’m stumbling after him. We’re both giggling at every crack of a stepped-on branch. Run climbs the steps to our cabin and opens the door. It’s pitch black in there. I wait at the stoop as he goes in. He’s nothing but a shadow after a second, and then it’s so dark I can’t see him at all. “Run,” I say tentatively.


    “I can’t find the light.”


    “Is there a light?”


    “Of course there’s a light.” I hear him bump into something, clunk. “Shit!” he says. Then: “There’s gotta be a light.”


    “You tried right here by the door?”


    “Of course I did—ow!” Another thunk. “Damn!”


    “Maybe I can—” I start to say, but then my hands fly up to my face and I’m shielding my eyes from a blinding bare bulb in the center of the room.


    When I can see clearly, I notice the knotty pine walls—natch—and floor and beams across the ceiling, and in the center of the room one big double bed.


    Run’s looking at it, too.


    And even though I’ve drunk some beer, and Run drank twice as much as me—and we were both little kids compared with Big Mike—I’m standing there thinking, Oh, my God. There’s only one bed. And . . . you’re still a virgin, Cynda. What’re you gonna do—


    “It’s not my idea,” Run says.


    That hits me all wrong. Like that, there are words in my mouth: “Like why not?” Oh, no, I’m blushing.


    “Um, I don’t want to—I mean, I—”


    “You don’t want to what?” I hear come out of me. What am I saying?


    “Well, be, um, presumptuous.”


    “What’s that mean?”


    “Well, it means, you know—” He blushes. “I really care about you.”


    He keeps looking at me funny, like he’s genuinely embarrassed and confused, but also like he digs the idea of the one bed—at least I’m starting to hope he does.


    “I’m a . . . a virgin,” I say, and that startles me so much my hand flies to my mouth.


    “A—”


    “Ohmygod, did I say that?”


    “Um, Flower—”


    I take a couple steps toward him. “You know, Run, my real name is Cynda—short for Lucinda.”


    “Cynda,” he says, trying it out.


    “And we don’t have to sleep together, you know. But, well, I think I’d like to. . . .”


    “You’re—”


    Now I’m right up next to him. We’re both only a couple feet from the bed. It’s high up on a frame, so high that you couldn’t get into it without jumping up using your hands. “Nobody’s ever been so good to me.” I touch his arm. “You know.”


    “And you’re sure you—”


    “Maybe it’s all the singing—the Lumberjack Chorale. I can’t—I don’t remember ever feeling so . . . good.”


    “But I don’t want to—”


    “You don’t want to . . . what?”


    “No, I mean—didn’t we just have this conversation?”


    I press my leg against his. Involuntarily, he drops his hands and touches my thighs. His hands are cool through the fine fabric of my thin skirt.


    “And how did it end?” I say.


    “What?”


    “The conversation we just had.” I’m smiling, my mouth open just a little, a cool night breeze on my teeth.


    “Oh, there are a lot of ways.” He’s winking at me now. “Maybe like this?”


    He reaches over and kisses me, and I realize at that moment I’ve thought of his kiss a thousand times, when I was changing his bandages, even when I first laid eyes on him, though I guess I never acknowledged it to myself. When it comes, his kiss is cool and fresh, weirdly minty, though we’ve done nothing for hours but eat lumberjack grub and drink lumberjack brew. His lips are soft; I think I worried they wouldn’t be. And I . . . I just melt into him.


    Later he’s holding me gently, my head on his shoulder, my shoulder crooked under his arm, and he says softly, “Not bad for a virgin.”


    He laughs lightly, but I don’t. I’m not sure what I’m feeling. The whole thing’s been more disarming than I anticipated. I felt overcome with all these sensations, rippling like electricity through my body—much more powerful than when I’ve touched myself—but also in a weird way a little outside myself, too, watching it all transpire. Run was passionate and committed; always that. He was careful and kind—always that, too. His almond eyes bright and endearing.


    At one point he shot straight up from me, a furious wince on his face, a strangled cry in his throat. I froze tight, finally said, “What’s wrong?”


    “My arm. Damn. I guess I twisted it somehow.”


    “Oh, you poor darling.” I touched his skin carefully. “Are you all right?”


    He gave me this look of pain and desire and so much else, and then, gritting his teeth, he lowered himself back down on me, and back in.


    Oh, my poor baby! I think now. And I let it go, the dark-beating confusion, the abrupt newness of it all. I’m simply swallowed by a lovely good feeling for Run. I burrow closer into his arms and we both fall asleep.


    It’s breakfast, the lumberjacks are singing up a storm. “Timber! Timber!” rolls out across the dining hall. Run has gotten me up at an ungodly hour, only the faintest shaft of dawn light through the yellow shade, and when we get to the dining hall, the lumberjacks are just about to head off to work. They’re all wearing their red-plaid shirts. It’s so darling!


    Big Mike hangs on in the dining hall.


    “So what’re you two gonna do?”


    We’re sitting before our plates heaped with golden-brown pancakes drooled with sticky syrup. “We don’t have any real plans,” Run says between bites.


    “That doesn’t sound good,” Big Mike says.


    Run and I shrug. “Hey.”


    He looks at Run closely, then says, “Is there anything going on?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, back there.” He waves a hand backward. “Any reason you feel you have to be here?”


    How much can Big Mike know? What does he know about Run’s past? What was Run’s past—even I don’t know much about him before we hooked up in Davis.


    “Nothing,” Run says. “Just wanted to see you guys again.”


    Big Mike waits a long moment, then says, “Well, you’re welcome here, you know.” He gives a quick nod. “But you know the rules, Run.”


    Another long pause, then Run says, “Yeah, I do.”


    “I’ll let you slack today, you and your friend Flower here. But tomorrow—”


    Run nods, and with a genial shrug Big Mike gets up, picks up his ax from the front of the dining room, and heads out.


    “Tomorrow what?” I say.


    “Oh, it’s the rules. We’re here, we gotta work.”


    I raise my eyebrows. “Like cut down trees?”


    “I will, yeah. At least best as I can do with my arm.” He pats the shoulder that took the bullet. “They’ll probably find you some kind of KP to do.”


    “How long do you think we want to stay?” I ask.


    Run takes a while to answer. “Well, we’re safe here, Little Princess—that’s a good thing. Don’t have to worry about them telling anyone about us.” A small shrug. “Let’s see.”


    So look at Flower, she’s a singing lumberjack, too. Well, a singing potato peeler—they eat a lot of spuds up here in Montana. I’m in with Dorothy, Spanky, and Eve, all much older women with arms thick as bowling pins and legs sturdy as stone. We got us a lot of hungry lumberjacks to feed.


    At night I cuddle up with Run. We’re getting good at the sex thing. I’m starting to like it, if not the pounding and thrusting part, the slow up-glide to him entering me and the way his body splays wide open on top of me when he’s finished. I don’t know if I’ve gone all the way to bliss myself, but I do get a grown-up sort of feeling when Run just explodes on top of me.


    It’s a funny thing, this sex deal. Back in San Francisco, where everybody was balling all the time—or saying they were—I felt pretty out of it ’cuz I wasn’t just jumping any guy coming by. I mean, free love. Maybe there’s something wrong with me, but it didn’t—doesn’t—feel free to me. I see love, of course, as love, but I see this sex thing as awfully complicated, the way you’re letting some guy inside you, I mean, he could do anything, you have to really trust him—and thank God, I trust Run with my life—but then you keep thinking, He wants something; and what do I want? And what deals are we coming up with to trade all this wanting? And what are we thinking and not saying; and saying but not thinking? What bargains do we strike even as we coo the most romantic words? You know, what is it we truly want when we say to each other, “I want you?”


    That is, how can something so complicated and tricky as love and sex be free?


    Work, on the other hand—my thumb callused from the peeler, my fingertips scarred from the knives—is nothing if not clear. You give up something, the work, and you get something, the grub—and the singing, of course. And I find I’m digging the labor way more than chores back home. I mean, it’s not interesting, really, and a lot of the time I hate it, but there’s also something complete and finished with it. That is, when we’re done, I’m too tired to think, only have enough energy to eat, then bundle with Run in our bed and fall asleep; only to do it all over again tomorrow. Am I a little bored? I don’t have time to be, I tell myself, but the truth is, yeah, I am, and one of the great things about Run is that, even with the joy of his tired muscles and the way his high voice harmonizes so well on Timber! Timber!, he’s getting bored, too. I can see it in his eyes, feel it in his touch.


    Then it’s Ladies’ Day! The whole camp is abuzz. The lumberjacks are up at dawn, taking long baths in the nearby stream, spraying themselves with cologne, putting on fresh-pressed (by me and the other worker women) checked flannel shirts. The lumberjacks are pumped! Oddly, Run is, too, up at 5:30 and out there singing and bathing with all the other guys. When he blows a cloud of cologne (Canoe) around him, I got to say, I’m a little surprised.


    After breakfast this yellow school bus putts up the hill, the brakes whoosh, the door flips back, and out comes this parade of . . . ladies. What else can you call ’em? They’re wearing tight skirts and blouses in gay Easter colors, stockings with seams, pearl necklaces, and butterfly brooches; and they all have their hair back in buns. It’s like they could be holding steno pads or something.


    “What’s this?” I say to Run, who’s standing near me, but also next to the line of lumberjacks.


    “What do you mean?”


    “They look like temps on their way to an office.”


    Run laughs. “Think about it,” he says. “If you’re a lumberjack, what’s the most exotic woman you can imagine?”


    “What, a court reporter?”


    “You gotta say, in context they’re pretty unusual.”


    I wrinkle my brow. “But they all look like Audrey Hepburn.” I remember her from drive-in movies we went to when things were still good around our house.


    “A well-known lumberjack dream girl.” Run is beaming as the women climb down from the bus. They’re walking kind of sexy, showing some leg under their tight skirts; then, one by one, they take off their strings of pearls and swing them burlesque-style around their little fingers.


    Well, secretary look-alikes or not, the party’s started. The girls walk past the line of lumberjacks twice, then on the third trip, lumberjacks reach out and grab a hand and pull the girl toward them; they immediately buss it up in huge, flamboyant kisses. Then they disappear.


    Pretty soon nobody’s left but me, Run, one of the kitchen ladies (with a sour look on her face), and one extra secretary chick, with pitch-black hair and wearing a strawberry-colored suit.


    She smiles in our direction. I look at Run. He’s smiling back.


    I feel all sort of funny inside, and it’s weird, but I’m feeling a little sorry for my friend. Here all the lumberjacks—and he’s become a lumberjack—are pairing off with the Audrey Hepburn chicks, and here he is stuck with me; skinny little blonde hippie Flower up till two weeks back a virgin.


    “Do you want her?” I say softly. I’m smelling his Canoe, it’s strong and musky.


    “What?” It’s not clear from Run’s expression if he hasn’t heard me, or hasn’t made sense of what I said.


    “The dark-haired chick. You interested in her?”


    Now he hears me. “Flower, what? What’re you saying?”


    I dip my shoulders, look at him through my bangs. “I just wonder, you know, if, well, maybe you think you should get it on with the girls too.”


    Run looks appalled. “Why would you say that?”


    I’m not sure, exactly. I start to shrug, but he really wants an answer, so I say, “I don’t know. I just think you’d want to groove with this, you know, somebody who really knows what they’re doing—”


    Run takes my hand, runs his fingers over my palm. “Are you serious?”


    Am I? I half nod. I know I’m not joking with him.


    “Are you saying I’m—that I need, what, practice?”


    I shake my head. Where did that come from? “Of course not.”


    “Then what are you saying?” Run’s looking at me surprisingly sternly.


    All kinds of things are in my head, but what I say is, “You know, we believe in freedom—that’s our whole lives. I’m just thinking, with these girls here, that maybe you want to, I don’t know, experiment or something—”


    Run shakes his head violently. “You’re crazy.”


    “I’m—”


    “Nuts, Cynda.” His hand now is up my arm, gentle, easeful. “I only care about you. Don’t you know that?”


    “But they’re all so—”


    “But you’re beautiful.” His eyes sparkle. “I love your big blue eyes, like warm ice, your little dimple chin—” he reaches out and touches it “—your untraced forehead—” reaches out and touches that, his padded fingertips soft on my brow “—your . . . just everything about you.”


    “You do?” His touch is the sweetest thing ever. I’m getting all whooshy inside. And I swear I didn’t have any of this planned, really.


    “I do, yes.”


    “But—when you were here before, did you? I mean, isn’t it just part of being a lumberjack—”


    “You don’t really understand me, do you?” Run says.


    “I—I thought I did. I—”


    “You never quite got it with me and the guys back at Big Star, either. I bet you thought I was sleeping with Merry.”


    It was all coming back to me. I gave him a little nod.


    “Yeah, free love and all—all that stuff. Sure, it’s out there, but it’s not for me. I never got it on with Merry, with any of them. I never—it just didn’t feel right to me. Then, first time I saw you, well—” He gives me a big smile. His eyes behind his bowl haircut look so cute.


    “I’m sorry, Run. I—”


    “It’s a screwy time out there—” he waved his hand out “—and we did some screwy things.” A low snort. “Some really screwy things. But I want you to know, the reason we’re here, with my pals, is that we both just needed to get away from all that for a while. Cool out.”


    “Yeah.”


    “And put us closer together, right?”


    “Yeah,” I say again. “That’s been really good.”


    “So there we are.” He folds his arms before him.


    “Oh, Run,” I say, prying his arms open. “Run, Run, Run.”


    The secretary ladies stay all day and through the night, and at dawn they come staggering out of cabins with blouses misbuttoned and fine hair flying loose to face the full pancake treatment, mountains of golden cakes that they shove down like the proverbial trencherman; and then the bus is back, and all the girls, put back together in their gray suits and seamed stockings, climb back on like they’re heading back to the insurance company, and they’re off.


    It’s not long after they leave, when all the lumberjacks are still radiating a good vibe, that Run comes to me and says, “It’s time.”


    “Right now?” Run means, time to leave.


    “I just feel it.”


    “Fine by me.” I smile. “Aren’t you going to miss everyone?”


    Run nods. “Sure.”


    I brighten up; guess I’m ready, too. “So where we going?”


    “Where do you want to go?”


    I twirl around, my skirt flying. “You’re asking me?”


    “We’re in this together, babe.”


    No sooner do I hear this than I throw myself at him and plant the biggest, gooiest kiss on his lips. “I love you,” I whisper.


    And so here’s Flower in the cab of Big Mike’s pickup, we’re grabbing a lift back to town. Big Mike’s not a sentimental guy, and lumberjacks come and go; when we get to the train line he simply leans over, shakes Run’s hand (it’s Run’s injured arm’s hand, and I see him wince a little), pinches my cheek, then drives off. As he clears our sight, he gives a toot on his horn.


    Run says, “Great guy.”


    I lean up and peck his cheek. “It was a trip.”


    Big Mike said there’s a freight train at 11 a.m. and again at 9 p.m. We’re going for the morning one. We’re told there’s a bunch of warehouse buildings right outside of town, and trains usually come to a full stop there. Cops will drive by, but they almost never bust anyone; not that many people hop freights anymore, and the cops don’t really bother.


    But having the cops mentioned has got us both thinking about what happened in Oregon.


    “So now what?” I say. “I guess we gotta decide something. Which way do you think we should head?”


    Run lets out a long breath. “I’ve been getting a little homesick, I was thinking of west, but—”


    “We don’t know anything, do we?” I say, alarmed. “Whether they’re looking for—” I hesitate just a second, then say, “—us.”


    “You mean me, Flower.” Run’s looking down.


    “I was in the car!”


    “Yeah, but you didn’t even know what was going down.” Run gives his head a shake. “That should get you off.”


    “I’m not so sure,” I say, not wanting to be separate from him even in this. “But, look, nobody’s going to get busted.” I look up at him. “I bet they’re not even looking—”


    “Oh, they’re looking,” Run says. His eyes are dark. “We called ourselves revolutionaries. We robbed a fuckin’ bank.” He draws in a quick breath. “I mean, I did.”


    “Sometimes I can’t—”


    “You can’t? Man, I don’t know what got into me. I was—I guess it was just everyone, and they sort of brain—” Then he shakes his head violently. “No, no, there aren’t any excuses. It was my fuckin’ mistake.”


    I don’t know what to say to that; just reach out and touch the ends of his black hair, flutter them lightly between my fingers.


    Run steps back, and I can see his gaze run the length of the train tracks, stretching boundlessly into the distance both ways. I follow his eyes. “How about—I have an idea—”


    “What?” The way he says this, and looks at me, it’s like he’s a little lost right then.


    “First train,” I say. “Whichever way it comes, we hop it.”


    Run considers this for a moment, then a slow smile breaks on his face. “It’s fate,” he says. “Fate. Yeah, I can dig that—that makes sense.”


    And it does. It’s a huge relief that we don’t have to decide anything; that whatever comes along will determine where we’re going, what happens to us. We find some shade under a roof’s three-foot overhang, pressing in against the redwood-colored building. It’s 10:15 and as slow and floaty a morning as I can remember. Fat bugs spin lazily through the thick air, the sunlight glides down easy, a glimmery wind flutters tall stalks of weeds. I sneeze: pollen in the air.


    It’s only fifteen minutes later when we hear a loud whistle crack the sky. Not long after, the train is coming our way.


    “It’s early,” Run says. We’re both up, the duffel clutched between us. “I guess that means it’ll stop longer.”


    We watch it pull up; it starts to slow, but only so much; then it’s moving past us.


    “Flower, it’s not stopping.”


    “Come on,” I say. I’m dashing toward it, dragging Run with the duffel. “We can get it.”


    It’s clear it’s not going to stop, and the idea of waiting here all day for another train makes me crazy. Besides, this one is heading east. I let go of the duffel and run to catch my pace up with the train. It’s still slowing some, and the connectors between cars are bucking loudly, clanging together then apart. I’m up to pace and see a boxcar with an open door. There’s a few metal steps dropping off the side, and, striding just right, I grasp the side of the door and make a leap to the lowest step. The train at that second jolts ahead a little, and at first try my feet don’t make it.


    “Flower,” Run calls in alarm.


    I’m holding on tight, and my shoes drag for about ten feet over the railroad ties, bumping and jolting.


    “Let go!”


    But I don’t. I lean back, then with all my strength I haul myself up and catch my right foot on the lowest step. I’m quickly upright. It’s easy to climb into the car.


    “Come on,” I shout to Run once I’m settled in the boxcar. There’s straw everywhere, and it’s slippery over the wood-slatted floor. I get as much of a grip as I can and lean out to him.


    He’s running almost as fast as the train, and when he’s right up to me, he reaches back and swings the duffel over his head. I grab it and pull it into the car. Then he reaches out for the same side of the door as I grabbed, gets a hold of it, and starts to pull himself up to the steps. He’s reaching out with his left arm, the one he was shot in, and at the same second I notice that, I see the wince on his face. His mouth opens and his teeth are bared.


    “Run, here, grab on to me.”


    I’ve tossed the duffel deep into the car, and now I’m leaning out as best I can, and Run is trying to swing his hand up to me, but his fingers only brush mine then fall back.


    The train speeds up. It’s just a little, but Run’s not able to hold on with his bad arm. When I look at Run again, he’s fallen off the train.


    “Run!” I cry as loud as I can. “Come on, you can do it!”


    But the train’s clear of the warehouses and is speeding over open track, and though Run dashes as fast as he can, he’s falling behind my car.


    “Grab anything,” I yell. “Get on any car you can—”


    But the train’s really roaring now, so fast that when it hits me that I oughta jump off, I’m afraid to. There’s no way I could land easily, and where we are now, it’s just gravel graded around the ties. I lean out of the car and look back. Run’s grasping at the ladder leading up the next to last car, but again it’s his left hand, and he can’t get a grip on it.


    The huge whistle blows, right on top of me it seems, the loudest thing I think I’ve ever heard. And the train simply roars ahead.


    My breathing’s coming fast, my forehead’s sweaty, and it takes me a long time for it all to hit me. I’m on the train; Run, my love, isn’t. There’s no way I can get off. I’m heading . . . right, east . . . into God knows what. . . .


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower, she’s exhausted and scared. And lonely—cold and lonely to my bones. Where am I? The train’s rattling and crackling down the track. The sun’s setting behind me, so I’m still heading east. Am I still in Montana, or whatever state comes next—Wyoming? One of the Dakotas? The train just bumps along. I’m afraid to simply jump off—where will I be?


    But where will I end up?


    It’ll be dark soon. It’s hitting me hard that I’m just a lone girl, on this mystery train, and anything can happen. I remember how Run told me—oh, poor Run! I miss you, sweetie—that riding the rails was really much safer than anyone ever thought; that there was a camaraderie among all the guys doing it. Yeah, all the guys doing it. How much, or what kind of, camaraderie’s gonna come when all those guys discover this pretty little hippie chick in this box car? I shudder.


    And . . . it’s getting colder outside, too. Are we heading north? But the sun’s still half a big orange ball behind me, its rays flitting in and out through the slats of the railroad cars. It’s a beautiful scene, green pines and firs shooting sky high, rocky granite outcroppings catching slivers of the golden sunlight, the mountains towering over me—somewhere from school I remember that Montana means mountains in some language, so maybe I’m still in that state, not that it matters. I’m pulling my arms tight around me. Yeah, it’s getting colder, and scarier; and as much as I’m missing Run, I’m starting to really freak about being out here all alone.


    Then I get this idea. It’s really . . . no, it’s too crazy. I’m pulling out my jacket, but then I’m fingering Run’s bomber coat. Remembering how he used to drape it over my shoulders when I got chilled at Big Mike’s. Remembering how he used to say how cute I looked wearing it. Remembering his arms looped around me. . . .


    Run was a little bigger than me, but not by much. And when we packed to leave the lumber camp, we took all our clothes, of course; and thus all of Run’s clothes are right here in the duffel. (Oh, Run, what’re you gonna wear?) I pull out a pair of his Levi’s and a shirt, hold them in front of me.


    The clothes go on quick, they fit—well, they really don’t, but I find if I roll up the cuffs and the shirtsleeves, at least it’s not too ridiculous—and are surprisingly comfortable. But what am I going to do about my hair . . . oh, wait, didn’t Run have a second cap he threw in the bag? I root around again, through my underwear and filmy skirts, Run’s T-shirts and boxers, and I feel the stiff cardboard brim of his cap. Yeah, here it is. It’s a sewn-denim newsboy cap, and when I put it on my head, it’s big, but not too big, and it’s easy to get all of my usually free-flying blonde hair up under it.


    God, I wish I had a mirror, when I remember that Run kept a pocket mirror of polished tin, only about three inches by five, in his emergency pack. (Right next to it is a small knife; I pull it out and put it in my jeans pocket.) I get the mirror, too, and after a few tries get it stuck up behind a loose board in the boxcar, then I back up and . . . strike a pose. You know, my face is girlish, but you couldn’t say I wasn’t just a young guy, maybe not yet shaving, out looking for adventures. I bite my lower lip, gaze long and hard at the shaky image. Can I pull this off? Is it really that crazy?


    The thing is, I immediately feel safer as a guy. So look at Flower, she’s falling asleep in Run’s jeans and shirt, still missing him terribly but also thinking heavy about what comes next—not having a clue, but feeling much stronger dressed this way. A name . . . I need a name. Dirk? No, that’s silly. Craig? Not very interesting. Chuck? Boy, Cynda, is that the best you can do? Then I think: simple, simple, simple. I’ll be John—John Evans—Johnny Evans. Hey, that’s cool. I smile to myself—my first smile since the lumberjack camp—then yawn. It’s been a long, long day. But look at Johnny Evans, he’s riding the rails, he’s taking it as it comes, he’s a tall-in-the-saddle kind of chap . . . yes, a chap. Look at Johnny, I’m a chap.


    - - - - -


    The first sun wakes me up. We had a couple sandwiches and a quart bottle of water in the duffel, but I consumed those yesterday, and now I’m starving. I also got into the thick heavy java they had at Big Mike’s and could use a strong cup. I look out the door. We’re out of the high mountains but moving through a thick forest; I see nothing but trees—an endless corridor of green and brown. Oh, Jeez! Nowhere to get off, no place to stop, and I still don’t even know where I am.


    I’m sitting there in my man get-up just getting hungrier and hungrier when I catch a whiff of coffee. No, that can’t be; I must be hallucinating. But . . . there it is again, a strong sharp smell that can only be the roasted bean.


    I take off Run’s cap, my hair tumbling out, thinking that somehow the smell’s attached itself to the cloth, but that doesn’t make any difference. The scent’s getting more intense, like I’d just walked into a diner and they’re brewing a fresh pot.


    I put the cap back on and lean my head out the door to the car. Nothing. Then I move toward the scent, the far front wall of the car, and it gets stronger. The car in front of me’s also a boxcar, and I lean out the door of mine again to see if I can see anything. We go straight for a while, then a curve comes up, but even as the car’s door shifts into my sight, I still can’t see anything unusual in it.


    But I’m not hallucinating the coffee smell. I head back to the front wall and shout out, “Is anybody there?”


    No response, but I didn’t make it that loud, trying to sound like a guy. I take a deep breath, pitch my voice a little higher, where it’ll be stronger, then shout out again, “I’m over here. Are you cooking some coffee?”


    A minute later I hear what I think is a low, “Yeah.”


    “Who are you?” I cry at the top of my lungs, my man voice be damned.


    “Andy,” I hear back. “You hungry?”


    Ohmygod! “Yeah, I’m starving.”


    “Can you get over here?”


    I don’t say anything for a moment, then call out, “I think so. Hang tight.”


    To the left of the door is a series of metal bars leading like a ladder to the roof, and I can see there’s the same thing on the next car up. I decide to leave the duffel here, then lean out the door. From the other car I see this young guy with longish but nicely barbered black hair and a plaid shirt leaning out, too. He’s smiling and giving me a wave. I wave back, then grab one of the rungs, swing myself out—for a scary, thrilling second my feet float free—then settle on the ladder and climb up. It’s a bit of a leap to get onto the top of the car, but I do O.K. Fortunately, the train’s not going fast. The big thing is jumping from my car to the next, but it’s only about five feet, and with a run I’m able to leap across it without even losing a step. Then down the ladder, and with help from the guy, I’m into his car.


    The smell of the coffee is overwhelming; then I smell eggs and bacon, and it’s like I died and gone to lumberjack heaven.


    He’s sticking out his hand. “Andy Sawyer.”


    “Johnny Evans,” I say in my best deep voice, then give his hand a shake.


    Andy leads me over to where he has a fire going on top of a metal plate on the boxcar’s floor, and I sit crosslegged in front of it. There’s an aluminum coffee pot and a cast-iron pan with the eggs and bacon. The smell leaves me dizzy for a moment.


    When I focus, I see Andy pouring me a cup then dishing up the eggs. I get a better look at him. He has very nice skin, I see, smooth and with a good tan. His lips are thick, his nose very delicate and fine. He’s wearing a loose T-shirt that hangs like a tent around him. His eyebrows are curiously thin and well-sculpted. His hair looks Brill-creamed and is combed straight back. He has a strong chin, sort of like the actor Kirk Douglas.


    “When did you get on?” I say, a tin coffee mug in hand, the first sip of java like a shot to my system.


    “Last night, outside Roundup.”


    “That still Montana?”


    “Oh, yeah.”


    “And where’re you going?”


    Andy shrugs and says, “Wherever we end up. How about you, Johnny?”


    For a second there it’s strange being called that, but I answer right away, “Pretty much the same as you, Andy.”


    He looks me straight in the eyes, then holds out his hand again. It’s small and not very strong. Mine’s small and not that strong also, but I do my best to give him a solid, crushing shake, like a man would do. For a second we’re both looking at our hands as they clasp. Then he gives a quick laugh and says, “How long you been riding the rails?”


    I shrug. “Not that long, few weeks is all. How about you?”


    “Oh, I’ve been all over the country this summer. This is the coolest thing I’ve ever done.”


    “Really.”


    “Yeah, coolest thing. Where you from originally?”


    “San Francisco.”


    “I’m from Portland.”


    “Oregon, huh?”


    “You know it?”


    “Oh,” I say, swallowing, “been there a few times.”


    But he doesn’t push it any further; and then we’re both smiling at each other. I for one am feeling this huge relief to have what’s starting to feel like a traveling companion, and a sweet guy to boot. Not to mention breakfast. And . . . amazing, but he doesn’t seem to have a clue I’m anyone other than Johnny Evans.


    Andy’s got some tin plates and rudimentary utensils, and when the eggs are just the way I like ’em, runny but not too runny, he dishes two of them and some bacon onto my plate, and I dig in like a starved lion.


    After we’ve both eaten, Andy leans back and puts a Camel between his lips. He licks the raw cigarette paper, spits out a few shreds of tobacco, then fires it up with a Zippo lighter. He holds the smoke out to me.


    I shake my head.


    He takes a long draw, then says, “You ever have any trouble on the trains?”


    I shake my head. “Haven’t been out here that long. And . . . I had a guy I was traveling with. Name was Run.”


    “Odd name.”


    “He was half Japanese.”


    “And what happened with him?” Andy’s looking at me a little intensely, through his cigarette smoke.


    “Oh, you know,” I say slowly. It hurts to think about what happened, and I’m missing him terrible. “Nothin’. Just split up.”


    “So you want to travel some together?” Andy asks just like that.


    And as if without a thought, though of course what choice do I have, I nod and say, “Sure, man.”


    - - - - -


    Turns out andy does have a place he’s heading to: a kids’ camp in Northern Minnesota where he’s heard he can get a cook’s job.


    “Isn’t it a little late in the season?”


    “Somebody’s quitting. If I get there in a couple days, I got the gig.”


    “Sounds good.” I’m envious of him, he has a destination, and a pleasant-sounding one at that.


    He shrugs, then says, “You want work?”


    That takes me by surprise. “Um, I don’t know, I—” But the idea’s pretty attractive. I mean, I can’t just ride this train forever, can I?


    “You good at anything?” He lifts his firm chin. “Cooking?” I give my head a quick shake. “Crafts?” A shrug. “Jewelry? I hear they got a whole setup polishing rocks and stuff.”


    I think about this for a moment, then laugh and say, “I don’t think I’m good at anything.”


    Andy cocks an eye at me. “Oh, I bet you’re good at all kinds of stuff . . . Johnny.” He says it with just that pause, and I wonder if he’s tumbling to me. But then he simply goes on, saying, “Listen, why don’t you just come along and see what they need. You got anything better?”


    So that’s how I end up at Camp Wee-Ha-Lay-Ha on a lake outside of the town of Bemidji. We leave the train in Bemidji, dig the huge statues of Paul Bunyan and his Blue Ox, eat an unbelievably great burger (the sautéed onions just steaming up my face), then hitchhike north to the camp.


    The woods are thick, the air rich and heady—each breath sweeter than at Big Mike’s—and I’m feeling good from the solid food in me when we get the salesman who’d picked us up to drop us beneath the sign arcing over a dirt road that reads camp wee-ha-lay-ha.


    And here Flower is, at the end of another long table in another big dining hall, eating mac and cheese and drinking bug juice, this time not surrounded by singing lumberjacks in plaid shirts but acres of screaming kids. Can’t they sit still for a minute? I see a pickle slice fly by my head. One girl pulls another girl’s braids, and she squawks like a chicken. And over there a boy’s got another boy down on the concrete floor, pummeling him, while two counselors (about my age) try to pull him off.


    Andy eats his sticky yellow noodle goop unfazed, and I try to follow his lead. It’s already arranged that he’ll be cooking breakfast tomorrow. And me? I’m going to be a lifeguard. (The previous one ran off one night with one of the chick counselors; another counselor’s been filling in since.)


    Which of course poses a problem or two, like how am I going to be a guy sitting out there in the lifeguard booth? Keep fully dressed, my cap on my head? Doesn’t seem too likely. But then I realize that there’s no reason I have to be a dude anymore; I’m not on the train and not in any danger here at Camp Wee-Ha-Lay-Ha, least as far as I can tell (unless it’s from a toxic food fight). Course, it could be a mindblower to have the guy they just hired as a lifeguard turn out to be a honey, but, hey, I’ll worry about that tomorrow—tonight’s going to be a big dance, and I already have a few interesting ideas up the sleeve of Run’s sport shirt.


    After dinner the campers calm down some. Everybody heads out of the dining hall and mills around under the flagpole. I’m hanging with Andy, who’s trying to get to know a couple of the other counselors. They’re obviously college kids, the guys dressed in clean chinos and Sta-Prest shirts, the girls in culottes and expensive tops—total straights—and the vibe I’m getting is that they’re not keen on hanging with two dudes who just rode in on a rail.


    The funny thing is that Andy doesn’t seem to see this yet. He’s going on and on about how beautiful Camp Wee-Ha-Lay-Ha is, and how he’s going to make sure they eat a lot better than that goop we had tonight; and he’s also eyeing one of the chickies, a squeaky-clean blonde, hair long and straight and parted in the middle. She looks a little like the skinny one in the Mamas and the Papas.


    Andy asks her name, and she says, “Sandra.”


    “Like Sandra Dee,” I say.


    “Who’s that?” she says, turning to me. She’s looking at me for the first time, really, and I see a faint smile in the corner of her mouth.


    “Oh, an old actress—before your time.”


    “Yeah, like you’re that much older.”


    “I have an aunt, she was a big fan. Dragged me to all her flicks, like A Summer Place and Tammy and the Doctor.”


    The chickie gives her head a shake and says, “Only movies we see up here are Disney cartoons and Ol’ Yeller. Chuck, we’re sick of that damn dog, aren’t we?”


    Chuck, one of the crewcut guys, nods.


    Well, this is one lame scene, but I’m still kind of high on the rich oxygenated air and the soaring pines, so I give Sandra a loopy grin, and she gives me one back. No! Come on, she’s interested in me? I mean, I know I’m kind of a cute looking guy, but. . . .


    They’re not at all interested in Andy, that’s for sure, though he keeps trying to make some hay; and then this huge gonging bell starts clanging right above us, bang, bang—it’s like a skyquake—and when I pull my fingers from my ears, everyone’s heading back into the dining hall, which is now, according to the sign above the door, the camp wee-ha-lay-ha ballroom.


    They’ve pushed all the tables aside, hung an old mirror ball from the rafters, darkened the lights, and set up a table at one end of the room with a boxy record player with a microphone plugged into it.


    The head counselor, Mr. Tibbler, who met Andy and me earlier, has the mike, and he’s welcoming all of us to the fancy dance. The kids have been herded in, and boys are standing at one end, girls at the other; and when the music starts, a droopy Lawrence Welk kind of bubble-music thing like my grandmother would dig, nobody moves.


    Mr. Tibbler says, “Now, children, onto the dance floor. It’s good for you.”


    Yeah, right—nothing.


    “Here,” Miss Jamison says. She’s this aging Veronica Lake look-alike who’s in charge of all the counselors, and she heads out to the floor alone. She’s swaying to the bubble music, stiffly at first, then her hips start moving, and her shoulders shimmy, and it’s all sort of provocative, in a World War II movie kind of way.


    “Ewwww!” rises up from the boys on their side of the room.


    Miss Jamison blushes, then goes over and grabs two boys by the arm and leads them kicking onto the dance floor.


    Andy, seeing how this is going, goes over to the girls’ side and bows in front of two thirteen-year-olds and says loud enough for everyone to hear, “May I have the pleasure?”


    The girls look at each other and mug faces, but Andy’s taken both their hands and is leading them to the center of the room. They stand there, tapping the heels of their shoes against the concrete floor, staring at the two boys, when Miss Jamison goes up to Andy, plants her hands on his waist, shimmies so his hands fall onto her shoulders, gives Mr. Tibbler a nod, then says, “Children, like this.”


    That Andy can dance. He and Miss Jamison are silk smooth across the floor, and effective, too. The girls start out on the floor, dancing with each other, which seems to stir the boys, who go out and one-by-one start tapping girls on the shoulder and moving in for the slow dancing.


    Then Mr. Tibbler starts playing some real music, well, not the Doors or Hendrix, but at least some cool oldies like Shimmy-Shimmy-Ko-Ko-Bop and South Street.


    “Where do all the hippies meet?” Andy comes over and is half-singing to me. His eyes are dancing. Then he says, “Watch this.”


    He brushes his longish black hair back and struts across the floor to where that chick Sandra is, then he makes a big production of bowing before her and asking her to dance. She’s flustered, I even see her blush a little red, and her straight friends are hanging back, amused looks in their eyes, when she says yes and follows Andy out to the floor.


    The song playing is In My Room, the dreamy Beach Boys song, and I remember when I first heard it, in my own room in Bend, back with the peeps; I was just fifteen, sneaking listens to my transistor radio, and that song grabbed me from its first lines and put me in a special place—my most soulful, private place—and it’s having that same strange effect on me here; just like that I feel private and alone, again lost to my own world—my own room—and it’s this pure feeling of meeeee, Flower, or, better, Cynda, just the person I really am before everybody out there started messing with me, that whole dark world locked out . . . I’m even back before my mom got uptight and my dad got silent, just tucked up inside me to the swoony scintillating harmonies of the place where only I can go, safe there, in . . . my . . . room.


    And look who’s looking right at Flower, Sandra is, her chin on Andy’s shoulder, but her eyes locked on me.


    It’s too perfect. I walk right across the dance floor and up to the tight couple. I’m gonna cut in. I tap Sandra on the shoulder, and the look she gives me blooms with her kind of pink-cashmere-sweater desire. She steps back and begins to open her arms, when I reach over and tap her again on the shoulder, then to her incredulity, point her to the sidelines, step forward, and sweep myself into Andy’s arms.


    That boy’s startled, for sure, but I give him a brilliant look from my now fiery eyes, and as I kinda knew, he kinda knows—kind of gets it.


    So there Andy is, dancing with Johnny Evans, but of course this is Camp Wee-Ha-Lay-Ha, with the unripened fruit of America’s youth; and now there’s scandal brewing, the two deadbeat hobo boys who blew in just this afternoon out there . . . dancing with each other.


    But I have everything planned, and while we’re moving over the floor, Andy mouthing to me, You’re blowing my mind! and me just smiling, I start to pull off the loose boy’s shirt I’m wearing, just unbutton it and slip it off my shoulders and pull my hands through the sleeves until it’s all the way off, and underneath it is a sleeveless T-shirt pulled tight against my chest. The shirt reads it’s a beautiful day, that superfine band I saw back in the Panhandle—and it is, it is.


    Nobody knows what hit ’em. I hear gasps from the boy side of the room, and nervous stutters from the girl side. And I’m not done. I begin to pull off Run’s jeans, it’s a little awkward, but when they’re gone, I’m in these chartreuse short shorts that let my long legs fly. Finally, I pull off Run’s newsboy cap and let my blonde hair shimmer out. Hey, everybody, I’m a chick!


    They all get it now. In My Room has run down, now they’re playing a wailing ’50s sax instrumental—I don’t recognize it—and Andy sweeps in and whisks me up, getting me to bop with him. It’s an amazing dance. Eyeballs are just poppin’ out of people’s heads. We kick it, and when the final golden sax note feathers into silence, Andy takes my shoulders, leans me allllll the way back, my hair nearly sweeping the floor, then pulls me up and kisses me.


    I’m waiting for applause—what a show we’ve given ’em—but get only silence. The next song is all lady harmonies, some kind of Andrews Sisters thing, and there’s no dancing in it for us, so we head to the edge of the room, where of course Mr. Tibbler rushes right over.


    “I don’t understand,” he says in this fake deep voice, like he’s gotta be the big man in charge. “What’s the meaning of—”


    “No meaning,” I say. “I just wanted to cut loose a little.”


    “But . . . weren’t you a boy this afternoon?”


    “That was when we were on the trains getting here,” Andy says. “She was in disguise so nobody would mess with her. Right, Johnny?”


    “Actually, it’s Flower,” I say. I give my hair a shake, then hold out a hand to Mr. Tibbler. “Or Cynda, if that’s better.”


    “No,” he says, and it’s less a word than a kind of low-level shriek. “This is a family camp. I don’t think any of this is any good.”


    “What difference does it make?” I say. I take a step back. There’s a weird vibe coming down on me now. “I’ll be a perfectly good lifeguard—”


    Tibbler’s shaking his head. “No, we can’t let that happen. This is all . . . too . . . strange.”


    “But you need a lifeguard,” Andy says, bless his heart. “And Flower here will be a great one.”


    Tibbler turns on Andy. “There’s nothing I need to know about you, is there?” He gives him a hawk eye.


    Andy takes a second then shakes his head. “No, sir.” He gives me a little wink. “I’m all man.”


    “I think under the circumstances, young lady—you are a young lady, right? No more surprises?” I shake my head also. “No, I don’t see how we can keep you around after this—this display.”


    “You mean—”


    “I think we’ll have to send you off, miss.”


    “I’d love to stay here, Mr. Tibbler,” I hear myself saying. “It’s a lovely camp—”


    “No, my decision is final. We’ll just have to keep muddling through at the pool.”


    Andy gives me a quick look, which I take to mean, Should I be really gallant here and say I’ll quit if they let you go? I think about that for a few seconds, then wink at him in a way I’m sure he’ll see means, No, you don’t owe me anything—this is all my doing. Hope you like the job. He gets it; winks back a thanks.


    And that’s it—my camp career is over before it starts.


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower standing at a highway crossroads, it’s a high-sky day up here in Minnesota, the summer sun’s beaming down, and I’m trying to decide which direction to hitchhike in. I got 15 going north, 2 going east and west, and . . . looks like 2 goes south, too. The corner itself has nothing going on; it’s just a dusty place with the green-and-white route signs. And I’m thinking, well, not north, probably not any farther east, don’t dare head back out west, so, hey, south it’s gotta be. There aren’t many cars anyway, so it’s easy to get to the right place on the crossroads; and out goes my thumb.


    I’ve gotten a near-daybreak start thanks to the Camp Wee-Ha-Lay-Ha bell, and I’ve gotten a good send-off thanks to Andy, who gave me fifty bucks even though I told him over and over not to. He kept saying, “How much money do you have?” and I kept answering, “I’m fine, I’ll get by, I always do,” and he kept giving me eyebrows-up looks, and finally I realized that my $9.47 wouldn’t get me very far, and so I took the fifty.


    “That must be all you have,” I said.


    He shook his head. “I’m not that crazy.”


    “Are you sure?” I gave him a wink.


    “What, that I want to give you the money, or that I’m not that crazy?”


    “Is there a difference?” I was smiling big at him, and he leaned over and kissed me, surprising me, full on the mouth.


    “I sort of wanted to do that since I met you,” he said.


    “No!”


    “I don’t know, I just had this . . . intuition.”


    I flashed on Run, but, well, I just have this feeling I’ll never see Run again, and it’s true, Andy is pretty cute, and so I said to him softly, “Well, maybe it’s too bad I’m not sticking around to see where that intuition goes.”


    He stepped back and grinned. “Well, Cynda, you owe me fifty bucks now—maybe you’ll repay me someday.”


    I raised an eyebrow. “I’ll sure as hell try.”


    And that was that. One of the total straights—counselor named Jay—gave me a lift to the crossroads, asked if I didn’t want the bus stop instead, but seemed happy to be rid of me when I said no. And here I am.


    You know, you throw out your thumb in California, especially if you’re a chick, and the car wheels start squealing to pull up and give you a lift. But that’s not the case here in northern Minnesota. Mostly I get families, father driving, mother shotgun, couple kids in the back, in some kind of Ford or Chevy, and when they see me, the wife reaches over and pushes down the car lock—yeah, like I’m gonna run across the highway and yank open your door and kidnap your kids. Or . . . maybe I’ll rape your pudgy, double-chinned husband. Ugh! All these families passing me by start reminding me of my own family back in Oregon, and that makes me really want to get the hell out of here.


    Even the truckers blow past me. What’m I doing wrong? Here’s this hippie chick with her long blonde hair flying free, and so what I’m still wearing Run’s clothes, I look damn good in ’em, the pants loose but not concealing the swing of my hips, the shirt open at the collar and . . . well, why not? and I unhook another button—that makes three buttons down.


    Ah, that seems to do it. Up pulls a roaring yellow Dodge, and when I run over to it, I see a young guy about my age with a leathery tan and a full-brim cowboy hat.


    “Hey, sugar, where you headin’?”


    I start to pull open the passenger door, but I see the guy’s chewing a toothpick, and that sort of throws me—don’t know why.


    “South,” I say. “Down to, well, whatever state’s south of here.”


    “Let’s see, I think that’d be I-o-way.” Chew, chew on that toothpick. I see a tattoo on his neck, just the top of it above a black T-shirt: a fork of lightning.


    “And you’re headed?” I say.


    He winks at me and says, “Wherever you want to go, sugar. I’m here to take you there.”


    Something catches me, yeah, the toothpick, and his whole lazy-mouth drawling thing; and I just know that I take a ride with this guy, it’s going to be more trouble than it’s worth.


    “That doesn’t sound far enough for me,” I say, backing up and shutting the door.


    “What do you mean?” His foot is on the accelerator, and he gives it a push. The Dodge rumbles and shakes, drowning out whatever he says next.


    “Well, thanks anyway,” I say, and then I freeze.


    “I say, ‘Come on, sweetheart, get in,’ ” he says, and I see in his hand a long knife, which with a snap he flicks open. Jesus! It’s at least six inches long.


    “Yeah, pretty, isn’t it?” His eyes are dark and hard. “Now just open the door and step on in.”


    O.K., no way I’m doing that, but there’s nothing out here in the middle of the northern prairie to run to, so I just stand pat. I’m figuring if he gets out of the car, I’ll do my best to get away from him; I’ll certainly make a scene. And then one of those families might pull up in their Ford and wonder why I’m yelling so.


    His door opens. Oh, shit! I’m on the other side of the car from him, and I’m trying to judge how fast he might be when he steps all the way out. The knife is loose in his right hand.


    He swings around the front of the car, and I move to the tail. I’ve dropped my duffel bag, and when the guy gets to it, he tugs on the zipper and reaches in.


    “Got some nice undies in here, sweetheart?”


    “I don’t know what the fuck you’re thinking,” I shout out, “but if you’re smart, you’ll drop my bag and get the fuck out of here.”


    His eyes go wide. “Ooooh, sugar, such language. Course I could tell from when I first saw you that you were a bad girl. Yeah, a bad, bad girl. Just waiting for me.”


    “I mean it!”


    He looks around. There’s nothing, nothing but the huge sky and the highway signs. “Oh, you do, do you?”


    He starts around the side of the car, and I move at his pace across from him, and that’s the game for a couple revolutions, each of us circling his yellow Dodge. I can’t get ahead of him, of course, and I can’t tell how fast he’d be if I make a break for it. So I just—


    With a leap he jumps onto the hood of his car. I scamper to the rear bumper, but the guy steps up to his roof. Weirdly, I keep waiting for it to dent, but it doesn’t. The guy’s turning as I move around the car, and it’s clear he’s ready to leap down at me, his knife brandished, and then what will I do? I take a few steps back, and he jabs the air with the knife. Right then I freeze.


    “Come on, babe, I just want to give you a ride. Just get in the car, I’ll put this big boy away.” He mimes tucking the knife into his pants.


    “I’m not going to,” I say. I try to sound brave, but I’m scared to death.


    “Well, then, I guess I’m just going to have to—” And the guy’s springy on his haunches, about to throw himself at me, when I hear a shout of “Stop it!” from behind me.


    The guy stops atop the car. I turn my head. Oh, my God! It’s Andy.


    “What’s going on here, Cynda?” He’s walking fast toward me. I look closely and see in his hand a long metal thing, a tire jack.


    “Andy, hey. Looks like I’m having a little trouble.”


    “What’s this dude want?”


    “I was just offering her a ride, man. She had her fuckin’ thumb out.”


    Andy hears that, then raises his own hand, flipping the guy off. “Here’s a fuckin’ finger, buster. Now if I were you, I’d get back in your little car and get the fuck out of here.”


    The guy doesn’t move, staying in a crouch on his car’s roof, but I see that Andy’s playing it smart; he’s hovering with his tire iron at exactly the distance the guy could possibly jump. If the guy does leap off the car at him, Andy just takes a step back and creams the creep after he crashes to the ground.


    The punk’s dumb, but not that dumb, and I can see he’s reading things right. He takes a big, grandiose step down to his car’s hood, then jumps to the ground right next to the driver’s-side door. Andy and I are on the other side.


    “Get in and drive off, bro, and that’s the end of it,” Andy says.


    The guy stares bullets at him for a moment, then as he gets into the car, raises his own hand and gives us the finger.


    “Yeah, right, tough guy,” Andy says under his breath, and like that the guy shifts into gear and, spinning his wheels, barrels out of there.


    Quiet falls like a curtain.


    “What’re you doing here?” I say. “I’m really—


    “I got worried,” Andy says. “I cooked the kids’ lunch and went out for a smoke, and I just started thinking about you. I talked to Tibbler, he loaned me the camp station wagon.” He points toward this powder-blue car. “Wanted to see if you’d gotten a ride yet—”


    “It’s amazing,” I say, trying to catch my breath. “I was doing fine, and then this guy—”


    “You’re lucky. What if you were in the car when he came at you?”


    I’m lightheaded, and breathing fast still. I’m also feeling this whole adrenaline thing rushing out of me, leaving me weak in the knees. “Naw, my intuition would’ve. . . .” I shrug. “It’s pretty good, you know.”


    “I guess.”


    “What, you don’t—”


    “I’m just worried about you, Flow—”


    I go up to him, lift up on my toes, and give him a peck on his cheek. He takes that, leaves it there, yet gives me a firm squeeze of my shoulders. It’s a brotherly gesture and makes me feel safe.


    “So, what now, Lone Ranger?”


    “I can’t talk you out of hitchhiking, can I?”


    I take a deep breath, but don’t see what other choices I have.


    “I’d buy you a bus ticket—”


    “Yeah, but the bus is an hour away. ’Sides, I don’t know where I want to go.”


    “You—”


    “I just want to feel free, take it as it comes.” I put my hands on my hips, stand a little forward to him. “ ’Sides, nothing happened with the creep—nothing would’ve—”


    “You don’t know—”


    “You don’t want to come with me, do you?” I say impulsively.


    Well, Andy does think it over, I can tell, his crow-wing eyebrows rising and falling, but then he shakes his head. “I need the job at the camp, Cynda.”


    I nod. “That’s what I figured.”


    “O.K., here’s what I’ll do. I’ll just wait till you get a ride—a good, safe ride.”


    “How’ll you know?”


    “Oh, I’ll know.” He tilts his head back. “Cynda, one more thing. How can I get in touch with you . . . I mean, later, maybe.”


    “Why?”


    I can see him swallow. “Oh, you never know.”


    I think quick. Can’t give him my parents’ farm in Bend, don’t really have any other kind of home. And I meant it when I said I didn’t know where I was going, and didn’t want to know. Then this comes to me: “I have this, well, it’s a place I crashed in San Francisco, this nice old lady writer. Let me give you her address—”


    “Will you be there?”


    I give my head a slow shake. “But I’ll try to let her know where I am from time to time.”


    He looks straight at me, his eyes undisclosing, his big-brotherness there . . . but not there.


    And that’s where we leave it. I scribble Kay’s address on Frederick Street for Andy, then he drives the powder-blue station wagon to the other side of the road. I get myself set again and stick out my thumb. I have to say, it feels good to have Andy watching over me; sort of like my own guardian angel. But I’m ready for that safe feeling not to endure; and it doesn’t: A Mercury station wagon pulls up, and this Japanese guy leans out the window and calls to me, “Missy, where you going?”


    “South,” I say and point down the road in the obvious direction.


    The driver leans over and says something to the woman, also Japanese, in the passenger seat. I’m seeing now there are two little children playing in the very back of their wagon.


    “But what city, missy?”


    “Whatever one I get to,” I say.


    The man frowns, consults again with no doubt his wife, and then waves me over. “Not safe for a pretty girl to be out here,” he says. “Come on, get in. We give you good ride.”


    “Where are you going?”


    “We going to Missouri.”


    “That’s a long way.”


    I’m standing right by the driver now, and he peers up at me. “You’re a nice girl, right?”


    “Yes,” I say.


    “Then it will be an honor to help you. Come on, get in back.” He gestures to the backseat. “Children play in rear, you can have whole seat.”


    “Thank you!” I shout.


    “No problem. In, in, in!”


    When I’m settled and the car pulls off, I turn and give a discrete wave out the window to Andy. The last thing I hear is a quick toot of his horn.


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower, I’m in Puck’s, a coffee shop at a truck stop in middle of nowhere Missouri, and it’s raining harder than I’ve ever seen it—there’re hail stones pounding down, bombing the roof of this sorry place. I’m sitting on a vinyl banquette; I got my bare feet tucked up under me, my knees scrunched up right under my unbound breasts; I’m sitting here sipping a cup of hot chocolate. Outside the rain sheets down the glass. Everything out the window is gray, except for smudges of muted color—the cabs of parked trucks. And I gotta say, I got gloom bugs batting like crazy around my head.


    The ride here with the Yomishuras was great, though. They’d only been in the States six months, Mr. Yomishura coming over from Japan for work in Chicago; and now they were on their first vacation. Someone told them the Midwest was the vacation spot of America, and maybe it is, but they were heading to Paris, Mo., where Mrs. Yomishura has an aunt; and I knew that had to be a dinky burg, so I had them drop me at this truck stop. Along the way the kids played the license game, we sang Japanese folk songs, I heard all about Mito, their hometown north of Tokyo, and after a couple hours and when we were all feeling like family, they told me tales of what it was like during the war, when all they had to eat were roots and watery rice gruel. Hearing this started me thinking about Run, and his parents, and how hard the war must’ve been on everyone.


    When the Yomishuras dropped me off at the stop, they started crying—they were so much worried about me; I tried to assure them I’d be fine—but they were crying anyway, Mr., Mrs., and the two kids, and I was weeping a little too, and that just bummed me more; and then there I was standing by the side of the road again, getting truck spume kicked up in my face and nobody stopping; and then the rain and hail started, driving me into the coffee shop; and here I am wishing like heck I had marshmallows in the hot chocolate like the way Kay made them . . . and that brings up this whole wash of feeling teary and sad about everything I’ve left behind, all my new friends and loves and adventures. . . .


    Ohhhhhhh! Probably, it’s just the rain. I’ve decided if it ever stops, I’ll get as fast as I can to someplace sunny; I’m thinking the Southwest. Arizona, New Mexico—how great will that be? Nothing but blues skies, eh?


    But even thinking that is hoping for just a tiny glimmer of silver light in the midst of my gray storm, and I pull my knees closer to my chest and just rock back and forth on that vinyl seat and feel so empty and hollow that I might as well not exist.


    This hectoring voice comes booming down at me: “You got to put some shoes on, miss.”


    Huh?


    “You can’t be barefoot like that in a public establishment.” I had changed clothes, going back to a white dress with a flowing skirt.


    Oh, God, it’s the waitress, this high-haired round-faced meaty-armed dolly with a name tag that says hilda on it.


    “What’re you, one of them hippies?” She’s scowling at me, and the way she loudly barks out that final word, other people in the truck stop look around at me. She gives everyone around a big look as if she’s proud of herself, then gazes at me more closely. “What, you’re not wearing a bra?”


    I’m a little lightheaded as I rise out of my gloom into a fierce brightness, but then I’m right there, and I say, “Yes, Hilda, I am.” I smile wickedly up at her.


    “You is what?”


    “Hilda, I am one of those hippies.”


    “You’re—” That gets her sputtering.


    “Just like you see on the news, Hilda. A long-haired, dope-smoking, filthy hippie. I can’t remember the last time I took a bath.” I smile, then add, “And, you know, Jesus himself always went everywhere barefoot—”


    Well, her jaw literally drops, and she utters, “Well, I never.”


    “Hilda, you got trouble down there?” This from a guy behind the counter in a grease-stained tall chef’s hat.


    “I gotta little girl with a mouth, Delbert.”


    “That hippie girl, right?”


    “She’s a nasty little thing.”


    “You got her to get her shoes on?”


    “She’s just giving me mouth.” Hilda wipes saliva from her chin. “Delbert, what should I do? Should we ask her to leave?”


    “Miss, why don’t you just put your shoes back on,” a guy in the booth behind me leans forward and says. He sounds friendly. Meanwhile, I’ve dug my feet in and have decided if they want me out of here, back into that rain, they’ll have to drag me.


    “ ’Cuz it’s a free country,” I say, sounding stupid even to myself. I hate people who say, Because it’s a free country.


    “Miss, I don’t see no need for trouble—where’s it gonna get you?” the man says. He’s probably around 45, and he’s wearing a baseball cap and has slightly long brown hair dangling out from underneath it. His nose is slender, two tight little brown eyes peep at me, and a couple days’ worth of stubble sits on his leathery face.


    “What business is it of yours?” I say. There’s something about him that reminds me of my father.


    “Now, now, missy,” he says, and his voice is rich and soothing; not like Dad’s at all, at least these days. “I’m just trying to help. No reason I can see to rile anyone up.”


    “I’m not trying to rile anybody. I just want to wait out the rain and sip my hot chocolate. And . . . I’d be a damn sight happier if it had some marshmallows in it.”


    The leathery guy lifts his head. “Hilda, you got any marshmallows for the girl?”


    The waitress is glaring at me, and now she’s glaring at him.


    “Here we go, it’s the United Nations, and I’m U Thant,” the guy says. “Now Delbert, what say you send down a plate of marshmallows, and if you do, I’ll get Daisy Mae here to put her Mary Janes back on.”


    The chef glares at both of us, but reaches down, then holds up a saucer with some white lumps in it. He shrugs. Hilda goes and gets the marshmallows, and pretty soon they’re floating in my hot chocolate.


    “Why don’t you put your shoes on now, miss,” the guy says.


    Well, I’m still feeling riled up, but all of a sudden this is so, well, reasonable that I slip on my Keds.


    “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”


    “Who are you?” I say.


    “I’m Dan.” The guy leans over the booth and extends his hand.


    “And?”


    “I drive a truck.” He shrugs. “And stop wars.”


    I laugh and say, “You want to join me?”


    “I’m just finishing up my joe.” He gives a nod out the window. “Got a load of hog meat on its way to where the sun shines.”


    “Where’s that?”


    “Albuquerque.”


    I’m thinking fast. “You think you might want a stinky hippie chick in your cab, keeping you company?”


    “What’s your name?”


    “Flower.”


    He nods to himself. “That is a hippie name, for sure.” He looks out the window. “It’s against regs to take passengers, though we do it all the time. Doesn’t look like this storm is breaking—you ever get hit by a hailstone the size of a baseball?”


    I involuntarily put my hands on my head, and Dan says, “That’s what I thought.” He gives me a swift nod. “O.K., just ’cuz I don’t want to see bodily harm come to you, even if you are a no-count hippie, I’ll give you a ride. You want to go all the way to New Mexico?”


    “I was just thinking that, Dan. I’d love nothing more.”


    He considers this a moment, then says, “You’re probably younger than my daughters. Maybe you should call me Mr. Dan.”


    I laugh, and that’s that. When Mr. Dan’s finished his coffee, and I’ve slurped down the last of the marshmallows, we each pay our bills and head out to his truck.

  


  


  
    


    The Balloon Farm


    Look at Flower, in this shiny truck cab nearly as big as my mom’s kitchen, all these dials and levers stretched around in front of me, and this quirky old guy, Mr. Craig, chomping on an unlit cigar as big as a banana and running us down the endlessly unspooling highway. Mr. Craig’s a road buddy of Mr. Dan, who was great, a total gentleman who turned me on to Buck Owens and Merle Haggard (who even if he hates hippies still has a kick to his tunes); but at a truck stop outside Dodge City, Mr. Dan got a call on his CB radio and had to peel east with his load of hog meat.


    Mr. Craig’s even older than Mr. Dan. He’s got funny hair, his head’s mostly balding, but he’s got a long shock that he’s wound out and back over his forehead; he also has a sunburned red face and two molars way bigger than his other teeth. Oh, and the stogie ’tween his lips, which, thank God, he keeps unlit. He seems pretty psyched to have me in the truck cab with him. He tries to get me to talk baseball, he’s a St. Louis Cardinals fan, but I’m not much use with sports, so finally we just whistle down the highway in silence. All along Mr. Craig drinks endless cups of coffee out of a white ceramic mug with fort lauderdale 1956 written on it, and then asks me to look out the window while he uses this bladdery thing between his legs to empty himself out. Oh, yeah, I oblige.


    The golden plains hurtle by. There’s nothing but these endless fields of I guess wheat, rows and rows of it, these . . . amber waves of grain. What a funny thought to pop into my head. Here we are, running down the middle of the country, and like that I see it . . . I see it all, that whole America the Beautiful thing. Amber waves of grain. Off in the distance mountains . . . purple mountain majesties. Fruited plains. It’s like I’m back in sixth grade with my hand over my heart and I’m mouthing these words that the teacher makes us all sing every morning, but back then those words meant nothing to me; and yet here we are, rolling down the road, and all of it’s coming to life around me . . . and it’s truly something. America, what a trip! The whole grand blooming exquisite hugeness of the place hits me. Oh, I love this country.


    Miles on we leave the wheat fields behind; everything here’s an endless carpet of grass. Mr. Craig and I still haven’t found anything to talk about when he reaches over and starts rooting through the mess of stuff on the ledge between the two seats. There’re greasy tool manuals, programs from old Cardinals games, yellowing newspapers from Chicago and Kansas City, grimy T-shirts, a pair of orange Bermuda shorts, empty cellophane cigar wrappers as well as greasy burger and fries wrappers. As Mr. Craig moves his hands through them, I worry a little that he’s not fully watching the road.


    “Can I help you find something?”


    “Looking for my tape to play, darlin’.”


    I start at the darlin’, but figure he’s just being friendly. I look closer and see a scatter of eight-track tapes. “I can do it,” I say, reaching over. The pile is about six inches high and pretty gross, but the black-plastic tape cartridges stand out. “Who’re we look—”


    Then I stop. Under a small, wadded-up stars-and-stripes flag I find a stack of magazines, covers hanging by only one staple, if that, pages tattered, some stuck together. Tattered magazines. I think back, and . . . my stomach lurches. I can’t help myself, hold up the whole pile under Mr. Craig’s nose.


    “Oh, my lovelies,” he says softly. “You found my lovelies.”


    “Your—”


    “It’s O.K., little darlin’.” He’s looking at me now out of the corner of his eye. “They’s just my special friends.” A meaty shrug. “For the long trips.” He’s blushing a little, then he smiles, his huge molars sticking out. “No reason to—”


    I’m looking at the magazines. They’ve got smeary color covers and are printed on paper not much better than the Archie comics I devoured when I was ten, but these aren’t pictures of Betty and Veronica; these are girls not even my age now, naked as daybreak and holding silly things like big rubber balls, rolling pins, and what looks like everything else from my mother’s kitchen out in front of them. They’re smiling, every last one, but the grins are tight and hard like somebody’s been yelling at them for days.


    “What you’re looking for, darlin’, is Nancy Sinatra,” Mr. Craig says, like nothing’s happened. I’m still holding the pile of magazines, can’t put them down. Honestly, I’ve never seen pictures like this; I’m curious, fascinated, disgusted. . . . “You like that Nancy Sinatra?”


    What? Nancy Sin. . . . I shake my head; the name doesn’t ring a bell.


    “She’s in there somewhere, pumpkin. I’m sure you can—”


    I drop the magazines like they’re soiled, push them back under the Fourth of July flag, try to make them go away.


    Mr. Craig is looking at me like he really wants me to find that tape. “She’s Frankie’s daughter,” he says. His lips are thick, wet. “Some looker.”


    Oh, there it is. I see the word boots in white, then under it nancy sinatra in pea-green type over a picture of this glamorous honey-haired chick in a black-and-white striped sweater and leggings, a thin band of red skirt in between—and these wild red boots.


    Mr. Craig takes the tape from me, shoves it into his dashboard player, then punches a button, and this stomping song powers out of the speaker. “Listen to this!” he cries over the sound.


    Oh, yeah, I recognize the record, it’s that hit from last year, These Boots Are Made for Walking. As it booms through the cabin, Mr. Craig gets this goofy smile on his face; when the song winds down, he plays it again—then again and again. He throws the shift on the truck, gears grinding, then punches buttons, rewind then play, on the tape player.


    My head’s spinning. I’m flashing back to that night Kay got me thinking about, my mother brandishing the rolled-up magazine, my father looking sheepish—looking caught. Were the magazines pictures of my father’s “lovelies”? Was that what Kay understood?


    Right then I stop being angry at my dad; I just feel pity and sadness. Was that all that turned my mother against him, naked pictures? Pictures he probably turned to because of her?


    I look out the window to cool myself out; start counting the cows. Fortunately, there are a lot of ’em. One, two . . . ten . . . twenty. . . . But the low cloud of manure is too much like home, and my thoughts keep popping feverishly: That I’ll never be uptight and stern like my mother. That I’ll never, never start out loving someone then freeze up against him. That no man I adore will ever have to turn to magazines or anything else to replace my love. That I’ll always simply be Flower and glow petal-bright into the world.


    Something like four cups of coffee and ten plays of Boots later, Mr. Craig turns to me and asks sheepishly, “Flower, you ever think, you know, that you’d, um, like to walk all over a guy in, um, your leather boots?”


    What? Here I am thinking all my swarming, stabbing thoughts of being so lonely it makes a soul sicken and wither, its world-rattling toll, and how the only counter to loneliness has to be true love and devotion; and here this creepy man has the audacity to ask me about walking over some guy’s back in a pair of leather boots? No way, José! I take a deep breath, then turn toward him slowly, waiting for just the right. . . .


    “Mr. Craig, if you really take a look at me—at Flower!—you’ll see that I’m wearing sandals.” I lift my feet. “I don’t even own a pair of—”


    “I mean—” Mr. Craig gulps, all wide eyes now “—if we, um, found you some big ol’ leather boots.” He winces a little. “Like walk all over me?”


    I face him straight on and give him a long look. What am I seeing? Not much. Just another small man, a lonely man; a man who has to go to tattered magazines to find even a hint of loveliness. No, I’m getting no whiff of real threat, just the vapors of a truck driver with a big cigar and a pretty hitchhiker in his truck. And pity, surging seas of pity. . . .


    “Mr. Craig,” I say, softer now, “I can honestly say I will never give that possibility a moment’s thought.”


    And to prove it, I wiggle my naked, daisy-painted toes.


    “Oh,” he goes, and the way the word bubbles from his mouth, it’s one of the saddest things I’ve ever heard; but that’s all it is—simply lonely and sad. I hear myself sigh: for Mr. Craig, for Eleanor Rigby, surely for my own father, and even for me without Run . . . all the lonely, lonely people.


    The creepy scene aside, it’s a pretty decent ride. Mr. Craig stops playing Nancy Sinatra and goes on to a whistling-only version of Winchester Cathedral, which he also plays over and over, the tootling repetitions making me kind of crazy; but at least it gets him focused back on the road, taking us bead-straight through Kansas, then cutting west through the Oklahoma panhandle—not at all like my old hangout in Frisco; and surely not a Deadhead in sight—and then a quick slice through Texas and on to New Mexico, which I immediately dig. Now the cab is nothing but silence, and I’m taking in everything around me: the mountains, the red and gold rocks, the sprawling blue sky. Mr. Craig perks up as he chomps his cigar, swills his coffee, powers his engine, keeps stealing slant-eyed glances at my fine-golden-haired legs . . . then with no warning he’s slowing down.


    “I’m gonna leave you here, little darlin’,” he says, shuttling the truck through gear after gear as it loses speed. We’re in a parking lot in front of a restaurant that reads pollyann’s rest and reload, a shiny metal building wrapped around with reflective glass like one big oasisy jewel, glowing like crazy in the endless sunlight.


    “Where are we?” I say, reaching back for my bag.


    “Calls itself Romeroville. Not far from Santa Fe.” He points through the window to our right. “That way. Santa Fe’s a nice town—perfect for a girl like you, Flower.”


    “You think?”


    “Oh, yeah, definitely.” He smirks. “Lots of places you could buy yourself a purty pair a boots.”


    I give him a scowling look but thank him anyway, then grab my duffel (actually Run’s, though now full with my own stuff), and scoot in my sandals across the skillet-hot ground, my sunburned nose, tussles of blonde hair, my slim tanned legs under the flowing white skirt reflected in the mirror glass through the shimmery air.


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower, sitting in Pollyann’s Rest and Reload and sipping a beaded glass of iced tea—pretty much all I can afford—when the door opens and a troupe of longhairs comes bounding in. Pollyann’s, like that last joint, Puck’s, is a pretty straight place, most of the customers dressed even more Sears & Roebucky than my folks back in Bend, so these kids in their rough-cut blouses and handsewn jeans definitely cause all eyes to follow ’em. There’s one guy and two chicks, all with straight hair past their shoulders; really clean hair, it strikes me, brushed so bright each strand appears to float free.


    They take the booth across the aisle in front of me, pull the heavy burgundy menus from the metal rack underneath the mini jukebox, and laugh and giggle as they read off menu items: Bonus Burger, Patty Melt, Bacon Cheese, Polish Dog. . . .


    Everyone in Pollyann’s is still watching the kids. A waitress, cloris on her lapel, saunters over and asks what they’d like.


    And they order just as polite as can be.


    While they’re waiting for the food, the girl facing me, sort of plump with frizzy copper hair, looks over at me and says, “You look cool. What’s your name?”


    “Flower,” I say.


    The girl nods, then lifts herself up a bit and looks over the back of the booth. “You hungry?” she asks. “I mean, you’re just drinking that iced tea—”


    I was trying to tell myself I wasn’t hungry, but truth is, I’m famished. (Mr. Craig shared a couple of Mrs. Smith’s fruit pies with me, but that was it.) So I give her a big nod, and she says, “Well, Flower, come on over.” They look like fun, why not? I carry my iced tea to them and join their party.


    “I’m Butter,” the girl says. I see she has a couple rows of tiny mirrors glued onto her rough-cotton blouse. “That’s Billy over there, and Grace. She’s his old lady.”


    They both give me a little head tip, Hi.


    “Like I said, I’m Flower.”


    “So where you heading?” Billy, across from me, asks right off. He’s got the kind of bright blue eyes that look like they’re popping from his head. They’re way more intense than mine.


    “I had a ride to Albuquerque, but—well, Santa Fe, I guess.”


    “You guess?”


    “The guy who drove me here, Mr. Craig, said it was nice, but, really, I’m just sorta—” And I lift my hand and let it float up, then flutter down slowly like a rose petal.


    Butter’s brown eyes light up. “I can dig that,” she says, then hands me a menu. “Here, pick whatever you want. We got dough.”


    I order a grilled cheese; Billy insists I get it with jalapeños, like they do in the Southwest, so I say I’ll try that, though I tell them I’m not that used to spicy food. “Is it really hot?”


    “You’ll like it,” Billy says. He gives me an eye-lifting wink with his amazing eyes. “I know you will.”


    Billy has the thickest brown hair I’ve ever seen. It’s center parted, falls to his shoulders, where the ends do a little flip (the way I used to wish my stringier blonde hair would). He’s got the perfect-oval blue eyes, and they glow in contrast with his olivey skin and hair. Next to him Grace, with her duller brown hair and narrower eyes, doesn’t look half as beautiful.


    “So you’re just out hitching around?” Butter says.


    I shrug. “Today.”


    Butter has mushroom-colored eyes that get bigger the longer you look at them; they swell and even glow a little. “Where you been?”


    “All over.” I look up. My grilled cheese is here; look, there are round slices of yellow-green pepper all through the orangey melted cheese. The thing smells hot and oozy and righteously good, and I take a big bite. Wow! The hot peppers chute up the back of my throat right to my nose. It burns, but . . . yeah, not so bad. I dig in with relish.


    “We live outside of Albuquerque,” Billy says. The rest of them have finished eating, and he’s gotten the check and left a $10 bill atop it on the table. It’s a big tip on a total that only came to $6.50. “Have a commune there.”


    Another commune? Hmmmm. I feel my brow purse.


    “It’s a new thing,” Butter says, “a bunch of far-out people living together off the land. We make everything. Share everything. Live totally as free as we can—”


    I nod between bites. That doesn’t sound like Big Star. “Any politics?” I say.


    “Not much.” Butter shakes her head. The quarter-inch mirrors sewn over her bodice sparkle.


    “That’s good.”


    Another glance around the table, then Butter says, “We think so.”


    I’m most of the way through the last half of my sandwich, my mouth all puckered up nice by the jalapeños, when a tall man in a big white cowboy hat clunks up to our table. He’s got the longest face, it’s striking, kind of like a shovel—wide at the top and pointed at the bottom. His teeth don’t look clean.


    The way he’s standing, he’s just right there above us, glowering. I can see each of us at the table take a glance at him, then try to ignore him.


    But we can’t.


    “You think you’re Jesus,” he says. His voice is sharp, big enough to resound through the café, but weirdly hollow, too, like he carries his own echo. He points right at Billy. “Why you doing that?”


    Billy looks upward, a wide-open, sweet smile on his face. “I’m not being nothing,” he says, light as a feather. “I’m just me.”


    “It’s blasphemeee, is what we think it is.” The man’s eyes light up. “You looking like Jesus.”


    “We’re just trying to have our lunch,” Butter says gently. Reflections from her blouse mirrors sweep like little lights over the man’s dusky face.


    “It don’t matter none.” The cowboy guy turns to another man standing there, bareheaded. “Jackson? What does the Bible say about this?”


    “It’s taking the Lord in vain, Siler.”


    This man, Siler—what kind of name is that?—stoops so he’s at our level, gazing straight at us. It’s like he has a candle burning in each of his eyes, focused points of furious flame.


    “That’s right,” Siler says. “You there lookin’ like Jesus is taking the Lord in vain.” His words get louder and rounder the closer he moves.


    I’m feelin’ spooked now, like with some of the scary Pentecostal folk back home who used to try to pray over me.


    “And we don’t take that here.” Siler’s voice echoes again. He looks around. “Right, everyone?”


    I hear a general agreement noise around us, people grunting under their breaths.


    Then Siler pulls out a knife.


    It’s long, at least seven inches, with a hand-tooled horn handle and a dagger-curved blade. The overhead fluorescent lights gleam dazzling white along its silvery edge, the reflection overwhelming Butter’s mirrors. It’s like I’m suddenly seeing only the knife—we all are. What’s he going to do? I can’t—


    “Hippie trash!” Siler hisses. “Jackson, get him—”


    In a move so quick we couldn’t see it coming, this Jackson stands behind our booth and grasps Billy, one hand on his hair, the other under his left shoulder. Siler starts moving toward him, but Billy is kicking. Still, Jackson’s able to pull him up and out of his seat, as if he’s going to drag Billy over the back of the banquette. Grace is grabbing at Jackson’s arms, but they’re so big around she can’t even get a grip.


    Jackson is clearly trying to pull back Billy’s hair so that Siler can get to it with his knife. That’s it, they want to cut off his long hair. I watch all this like it’s in slow motion, paralysed. But thank God Butter isn’t. With one bump she hip-bucks me off the seat; I’m startled and barely get my feet under me so I don’t sprawl on the linoleum. When I’m out of her way, she slides fully out, then runs full bore at Siler, head down like a charging bull, and hits him in his chest.


    “Oooomph!” flies out of him.


    Jackson has lifted Billy far enough so that his bottom is on the top of the seatback; Billy’s almost fully extended. He’s thrashing back and forth, unable to break Jackson’s grip, but then he goes weirdly still, and everything freezes for just a second. At that moment Butter throws herself at Siler again, this time spinning him back; his foot gets caught in a gumball machine and he falls to one knee.


    And that’s when Billy, with both his feet planted against the edge of our table, thrusts himself back as hard as he can. His head and shoulders hit Jackson, and he teeters backward, then loses his balance. Jackson collapses back, his head cracking against the floor, with Billy sprawled frontside-up on top of him.


    Both our assailants are down. Grace reaches out and grabs Billy’s hand just as Butter grasps mine and gives it a tug. “Run!” Butter cries. “Now! To the van!”


    The four of us dash all at once out the glass door to the diner, then down the concrete steps. In the wide parking lot full of plain Fords, Dodges, and Chevrolets there’s a VW bus painted in the wildest colors. That’s what we’re running toward. I see stars and wide-petaled flowers and droopy mushrooms and a swirling rainbow front to end. Butter gets the back open, and she and Grace and I leap in. There’re thick Indian wool blankets there, and we all tumble on top of them, then each other. We’re in shock for a second, but as Billy, who’s taken the driver’s seat, begins peeling away, we start laughing—can’t control ourselves. Hooting and chortling and tumbling over each other like puppies.


    As we swing past the front of Pollyann’s Rest and Reload, I move up to the passenger seat. The van is reflected in the mirror glass, and I see that its whole front is drawn brown—a hairy, woolly head with two jutting horns and a wide, snorting snout.


    “What’s that painted on the front of the van?” I ask once we’re on the road.


    Butter’s right up beside me, half perched on the side of the shotgun seat. “It’s a bison,” she says.


    “A bison—you mean, like a buffalo?”


    “Kind of.”


    “Why?”


    “Oh, Flower,” she says with a big smile, “you’ll see.”


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower, in this pointy-top wigwam—say it fast, over and over: wigwamwigwamwigwamwigwamwigwam—it’s almost enough to trip you out, just the sound of the words (at Old Bison they call mumbling like this a mantra); and I’ll tell you, tripping out is what everyone else here is doing. Let me count the ways. They started with something called mescaline, which makes you hallucinate. There are also slices of magic mushroom served up on a gold-plated platter; little cellophane-like pieces of paper drenched in LSD; an old bison horn turned into a pipe gooey with hashish residue; and even from time to time a simple, unadorned, brown-Zig-Zag-rolled joint.


    In the wigwam today are twelve other people, about a third of the commune, all longhairs, guys, chicks, even their babies; has to be at least five little kids in the cowhide tent with us. There’s a fire burning in the center of the oval floor, cranking out enough heat that we’re all sweating into our clothes, what there is of ’em. A lot of the guys are wearing nothing but loincloths, wrapped tight around their waist and legs; the girls are in shorts and T-shirts (some of ’em are even bare-topped); and the kids are mostly stark naked. I’m wearing my old Bend High track team shirt and short shorts. And we’re all sailing high. The kids aren’t dropping or toking or smoking, thank goodness, and neither am I, but we’re all high just being here, from the smoke and the vibes and the way the cowhide of the wickiup keeps swaying in and out like we’re inside a huge drum and God Himself is pounding the skins.


    I’m on what Harley used to call a contact high, and I’m digging it—digging the whole scene here at Old Bison—when this older guy Chester, with even longer hair than Billy’s, a wrinkly, graying head, and a leather necklace with a mysterious wood carving on it, says, “Hey, what’s with the new chick?” He lifts his chin. “Babe, you ain’t tripping?”


    It takes me a minute across the smoky space to realize he’s talking to me. I shake my head.


    “Something wrong with you?”


    I’m suddenly back down to earth, feeling heavy, sinking, on the spot. “I’m—”


    “You a narc?” This from Sally, who’s leaning against Chester. She has thick waves of brown hair and no top on. Her breasts are pretty large, with the biggest horse-brown nipples I’ve ever seen, wide as sand dollars.


    I shake my head. “I’m just—”


    “I don’t dig it,” Chester says. His long teeth are showing, catching red flares from the fire. “This is a commune, babe. I mean, we’re all in it together, and if you’re not on the trip, then, you know, it just bums the whole friggin’ deal.”


    I’ve been here long enough to know that Chester is kind of the leader of the commune. That is, he has power, or at least is on what my friend Butter calls a power trip. The way he’s looking at me, all intense and all, reminds me a little of that cowboy dude at Pollyann’s Rest and Reload. Chester used to be in the Merchant Marine but left it in San Francisco, where he got Sally and Billy and Grace and a few others together before they moved here to New Mexico. Butter herself came down in May from Michigan, where she was a preschool teacher; everyone else was scattered just as wide. “I don’t—you’re not—” I start to try to get out, but the weird hostile vibe’s got my tongue tied.


    Thank goodness Butter speaks up. “Hey, guys, I’m digging Flower. She’s—she’s got a glow about her. I don’t think she needs drugs.”


    “Man,” Chester says with his pointed teeth in a leer, “everybody needs drugs.”


    Butter shakes her head. Her wiry copper hair catches the flickering light from the fire, her pale mushroom eyes glow cool. “Flower’s a beautiful soul—she’s on a natural high.” Her voice is light but kind of forceful, at least as much as it can be in this smoky place. “I can dig it.” Then right at Chester: “I think we all should.”


    Chester shoots Butter a look, then slowly his head floats back. Around to him goes the bison pipe, and he tokes it deeply, making the small cube of hashish bubble and pop. He holds the smoke in for what feels like forever.


    When he finally hisses the smoke out, a thin gray stream that joins the smoke from the fire and rises heavenward through the smoky top of the wigwam, he simply gives us an airy smile with nothing in it. Nothing! It’s weird, but it’s like he’s forgotten everything he just said.


    Butter shrugs, then pats me on the top of my head. When I look up, she’s giving me her huge bright creamy smile. I close my eyes, and though it takes a few minutes, the groovy vibe comes over me again. Flower, the girl on the natural high, floating beautiful as a glorious kite—a sky-scooping concoction of tissue and balsa wood and string just soaring air-light over it all.


    - - - - -


    After the night in the wigwam Butter becomes my special pal; she shows me the ropes. We room together (we sleep here like the lumberjacks did at lumberjack camp, ten or twelve to a room; Butter’s my bunkmate up top), and then she asks if I’d like to go to work with her at the zoo.


    “Zoo?”


    “The Rio Grande Zoo in Albuquerque. It’s a trip.”


    “What do you do?”


    “Well, me and this other chick, Saffron—you’ve seen her around, she’s always wearing a yellow granny dress?” I nod. “Well, we work there three days a week. Saffron’s a veterinarian’s assistant. I help out with the big cats.”


    “That sounds cool.”


    “Yeah. It’s one of the things with the commune. Chester and Sally want us to work. Get out there, make some bread, have experiences. It’s a smart deal. I also work at this other place on Saturdays. Tex Albom’s Balloon Farm.”


    I shake my head. “What’s that?”


    “Oh, I’ll take you sometime. Tex has this business, he sends people on balloon trips.”


    “Wow!”


    Butter’s all smiles. “Yeah, it’s groovy.”


    “So what’s up with the zoo?”


    “They always need people.” Butter gives her copper hair a happy shake. “Let me see what I can do.”


    Look at Flower, sunlight beating down around me like a storm of light and filmy air, wearing a pair of overalls and the Bend track T-shirt I’ve already sweated through, moving a wheelbarrow down the wide concrete path at the Rio Grande Zoo, on my way to the snake exhibition. I have a bucketful of mice, all jumping and tumbling over each other—if they were just a trace smarter, wouldn’t they pile on top of one another till at least a couple of them could leap out of the pail; but, hey, they’re just mice—and I’m basically bringing the snakes their dinner. Lucky snakes!


    My job? I’m the low of the low. I feed snakes, lizards, and birds—the big animals have specially trained feeders—and I muck out stalls; well, not stalls, ’cuz there aren’t any horses (that’s what I did growing up), but it’s the same thing: me, a rake, a shovel, a wheelbarrow. I wear rubber waders up past my knees and rubber gloves past my elbows. And I love it.


    The days we work, we work really hard, and Butter, Saffron, and I are in a good mood when we drive the van back to Old Bison. Each night we clean up together, scrubbing till our skin is pink.


    Then all of us at Old Bison have dinner together. Billy and Grace, my friends from the diner, are the cooks, and they keep stews with roots and vegetables bubbling on the huge fire-stoked stove. Grace wears a chef’s hat perched crooked on her head, and Billy has this moonlight-blue apron with an embroidered image of an eyeball—huge and glowing—across his chest. Everyone’s totally into new-fangled grains, and if it’s not nutty brown rice one night, it’s something called quinoa or amaranth the next. They’re all chewy, but once you get into them, not bad. Butter makes the bread, and Chester’s old lady Sally has put up jams and jellies; they’re really fruity and great. Oh, and Billy makes a wild banana cream pie.


    Meals at Old Bison, everyone talks a lot, about anything and everything, even the kids. One of them, Chester and Sally’s seven-year-old daughter, Suri, has taken a shine to me, and she likes to crawl into my lap after dinner when the doobie comes out. (I’m not smoking, so I’m happy to have Suri in front of me.) When we’re done eating, like most nights, Chester starts telling the story of Old Bison.


    This is kind of a ritual thing, like something my mother did back in Bend after Pentecostal; and at first I’m not that into it, but after a while I come to expect the story and then, well, it’s just what we do.


    Chester always starts the same way. “We began in a vision a man had on a boat in the South Pacific,” he says. We eat by candlelight, and by the time we get to Chester’s story, the candles are burned almost out, and the room is smoky and full of shadows; and as Chester tells the story, his eyes kind of roll back and get half shut, and his voice deepens and resonates. It spooked me a little at first. “The man looked off the bow into the pellucid blue sky and saw perfection.”


    “Purrrrfection,” a guy across the table who calls himself Window whispers. He’s got shorter hair than most of us, and a widow’s peak. He speaks so low it’s almost like a breath, but we hear it every night at this point.


    “The man knew he couldn’t sustain perfection on the ship. His vision showed him he had to leave it, to search for the right place for the new beginning.


    “We are to become perfect,” Billy’s old lady Grace says softly. The words hang there, but then slowly, one by one, half the rest of the people at the table say, “Purrrfect.”


    “We found a bus, our first bus, and severed all ties to the pig society, and before us we beheld a cloud in the sky—a beautiful white cloud, free as the sky—and that cloud became our guide. We followed it south, to the state they call New Mexico, that we call New Beginning.”


    At this point we all join hands. Suri reaches out, and I take her hand, then add the hands of the people next to me, Butter on my left and one of the original people on the bus, a longhair named Antoine, on my right; and we all hold tight to each other. We’re a linked circle.


    “We called our new land Old Bison,” Chester goes on.


    “And the bison looks over us,” Window says.


    We all press each other’s hands tighter.


    “Please, let us bow our heads,” Chester says.


    We all do. On my lap Suri drops her head so quick she’s like a jack-in-the-box whose spring gave out.


    “Tell me,” Chester goes on. “Who are we?”


    The people at the table know the answer.


    “We are the lost who have been found.”


    “And how are we living our lives?”


    “In peace and harmony and beauty and freedom.”


    “And whom do we share it with?”


    “With the air and trees and the water and the animals.”


    “And what do we know above all else?”


    There’s only silence, then Billy says in a low, deep whisper: “I was nothing before I found Old Bison, and I would be nothing without Old Bison.”


    Grace follows, then Sally, then Window, then Antoine. One by one the rest of the commune joins in. “I was nothing before I found Old Bison,” they say, “and I would be nothing without Old Bison.”


    I look at Butter. I’m still holding her and Suri’s hands. Butter’s speaking the refrain over and over. I catch her eye. She sees that I’m not speaking, and after a moment’s puzzlement, she smiles and gives me a short, gentle nod.


    And then, as every night, Window whispers, “Amen.”


    When we all look up, we see Chester’s smile stretching from ear to ear.


    “O.K.,” he says, his tone different, sharper. “Tonight’s rap. Freedom.”


    “Freedom’s beautiful,” Grace says.


    “Freedom is beautiful. The whole world wishes to be free—like us.” Chester lifts his chin. I hear something a little raw in his voice now, pushy. We let each other’s hands go, though little Suri keeps holding mine.


    “Right on,” Window says.


    “Exactly.” Chester pauses. “And as we’re free, so should everything else in the world be free. Just as we respect every leaf and tree and beast in the world. Right?”


    “Right,” we all say, even me. Who could argue with this?


    “But how much freedom is there?”


    Nobody says anything for a moment, then Grace goes, “Not enough.”


    Chester folds his hands together. “Not enough . . . never enough. And isn’t it our work to make everyone—every thing—free?”


    “Why not?” I say. The words just pop out of me; I get no contradiction.


    “And who—or what—is maybe the least free of all?”


    His question hangs there, and it looks like all kinds of answers are running through our heads. Finally Sally, Chester’s old lady, says from right next to him, “Tell us what you’re getting at, Chet.”


    “O.K., babe.” Chester nods to Sally. “Could be worms, could be snakes, could be cactus, could be anything. But right now I’m thinking about the animals.” Chester lifts his chin, points down toward Butter, Saffron, and me; the way he’s looking at us, I feel a chill. “I’m thinking about your guys’ zoo.”


    Up go everyone’s eyebrows; mine, too.


    “You’re saying the zoo animals aren’t . . . free?” Butter says, almost to herself.


    “Well, are they?”


    Butter faces Chester, shakes her head. “No, of course not. They’re in cages, or behind fences—”


    “And?”


    “And if they’re not, they’ll eat each other.” Butter has a spoon in her hand and points her utensil down the table. “They’re animals!”


    “I don’t get this,” Saffron says, quieter. She has a few streaks of silver in her hair, and as usual is wearing a yellow paisley granny dress. “What are you saying about our animals?”


    Chester faces Saffron directly. “I’m trying to imagine what it must be like to be a lion or tiger there. To feel—hell, to know—that you’re superior, and yet to be bound up, fenced in, tied down. It’s like—like when I was in the Merchant Marine, man, the regimentation, the boundaries, the total ass—”


    “I can dig what Chester’s saying,” Sally says from next to him.


    I rub my eyes. I’m thinking, But what is he saying? when Grace says, “Chester, what’s your trip?”


    Chester leans back in his seat at the head of the table, then folds his hands together. His eyes glow bright. “I’m just thinking what God would want. All His trees and leaves, His animals. . . .” A long pause, then: “Isn’t it our job to liberate them?”


    Butter’s fork stops in midair, just like that; her curly red hair seems jolted with electricity.


    But it’s Saffron who speaks. “Wait, you’re talking about going into our zoo and . . . stealing an animal?”


    “Not stealing, liberating.” There’s a sly smile on Chester’s face. “And not just any animal. One that’ll really make a statement. A lion or a tiger—”


    “A tiger?” Butter’s voice skirls up.


    “Or maybe a bison?” He’s looking sharp at us. “You guys do got bison, yes?” We nod. “So wouldn’t that be righteous?” Chester’s wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. “Think about it. You know how every time we go into town, people stop and look at us, the way we’re dressed—just like we’re in a zoo.” He leans back. “But we’re not. It’s just like people have these cages they see. Well, we have to break that up—”


    I shake my head; see Butter shaking hers.


    “So we just get a bison,” Chester goes on, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. “Bring him out to the desert here and let him run free—like us.”


    We’re all just struck silent, when Suri, in her high child’s voice, says from my lap, “I think it’s really neat.”


    “Suri?”


    “Really, Dad.” Suri’s sitting so I can see only half her face; the eye I see is large with amazement. She shakes her curly blonde hair. “That’d be soooo far out. Our very own bison at Old Bison—”


    “Yeah.” Chester’s beaming.


    “Steal from our zoo?” Butter’s moving her head from side to side. “Man, you’ve gotta be smoking waaay too much doobie—”


    Chester pulls back a trace, defensive. “Hey, we’re just rappin’ here. But if I was an animal in the zoo, I’d want to be out of there.”


    I see Saffron lean forward, brush her silver-streaked hair from her eyes, then say softly but directly, “Not if I were taking care of you.”


    It takes a second, then everyone hears her, and laughs. It’s a bright chortle of release rippling around the candle-lit table. It takes a minute longer, but even Chester starts grinning.


    But I can see he’s a little red-faced as he says, “Yeah, like you take care of all of us now?”


    “Hey!” Saffron says. She flinches, then picks up a roll, one of Butter’s home-baked whole-grain ones. With an overhead lob, she throws it across the table. Chester’s staring out with a bug-eyed gleam, and Saffron’s aim’s great. The roll bounces off Chester’s forehead with a thunk.


    He freezes; up go his eyebrows. He shoots a glare at her, his mouth an ugly smear. The way he’s looking at her, it’s like smoke is starting to pour out of his head.


    Everybody’s stone still, checking out Chester then Saffron and back.


    But Chester smiles. “Hey, peace,” he says, holding up two fingers. “Peeeaaaace.”


    Yet he doesn’t have peace in mind at all. With his other hand he picks up a roll and with an overhead fireball throws it back in our direction. We all duck and it misses us, but that starts a food fight like nothing I’ve been in before. More rolls, spoons of bean stew, glops of quinoa. Grace spins and slams a slice of banana cream pie down on Billy’s head, and through the gooey stickiness on his face he laughs maniacally, then counters with a wide spritz of seltzer over all of us. Chester sits back and cackles merrily. It’s pretty stupid, but crazy fun, too. The evening ends with us all down on the floor having a tickle war. I’m laughing so much I can barely hold my legs together to not pee myself. For the rest of the evening we’re all giddy as goldfish.


    - - - - -


    One Saturday i go with Butter out to Tex Albom’s Balloon Farm. The Balloon Farm is on the main road into Albuquerque. You come over a hill, and there they are: a line of multicolored globes dancing on white metal ropes above wicker baskets. From a distance they look like beach balls tossed up into the air, bobbing in the blue sky; when you’re closer, you see how big they are—like a shadow looming above you in a dream.


    The balloons are all striped, red and white, green and white, blue and yellow, blue and red going around the balloon, and the one that Butter says she likes best, a purple-and-faint-pink one striped up and down. Six balloons, on a Saturday all straining on their metal ropes, ready to go.


    We pull into a large, dusty parking lot, and head over to a small hut with a white sign reading tex albom’s balloon farm above it. Butter’s told me a little about Tex, how he’s a good-sized guy who set out to be a prospector and hit it pretty big, but I’m still struck when I see him. At first he’s behind a desk in the hut, but when he sees me and Butter, he clatters down the wooden steps, and I’m blown away by how huge he is. My first thought is Paul Bunyan, with a neck thick as a lamppost, a sky-topping white cowboy hat above a head shaped like an anvil, and skin creased brown as leather. Like Paul Bunyan, he’s wearing a plaid shirt and blue jeans so big around in the butt you could drop a cow into ’em.


    “Hey, Butter, darlin’, glad you’re here. Who’s your friend?” he calls out, and it’s a voice with its own echo.


    “This is Flower, Tex. She’s staying with me up the road.”


    “Hey, little child.” Tex steps down and sticks out his hand, and it swallows my arm almost up to my elbow.


    Butter, looking up, says, “You got the balloons inflated already.”


    Tex nods and says, “Curt’s back in town.” He turns to me and says, “That’s my son. He’s usually off on the rodeo.” To Butter: “Came out early with me.”


    “Looks like you got a couple of folk up already.”


    “Gonna be a good day,” Tex says. “Got the balloons booked.”


    “Really?” Butter says, but it’s kind of muffled, and Tex must have thought she said that she hadn’t heard him, because he repeats, “Yep, all of them are booked today.”


    Tex goes back into the office, and when he’s gone, Butter says, “Well, that’s a drag.”


    “Why?”


    “I thought if one was free, we could take it up—maybe late in the day.”


    I look up at the row of brightly colored balloons, then into the glassy blue sky, and I imagine stepping into one of them and it lifting off the ground, just that first rushing whoosh . . . and like that, there’s hardly anything I’ve wanted more than to sail off beneath one of the huge globes.


    “That’s too bad.”


    “Well, who knows, maybe somebody won’t show.”


    “Do you take people up?”


    Butter’s gazing again at the balloons, but she shakes her head. “No, I help get everybody ready, make sure they have water and sandwiches.” She shrugs. “Sometimes get the balloons ready. Answer the phone. Whatever else comes up.” She points over to a shaded porch with half a dozen wiry guys also wearing plaid shirts and cowboy hats, though each of them is pretty small—about half the size of Tex and not much bigger than I am. “They’re the pilots.”


    I nod, then say, “So what should I do?”


    Butter lifts her hands. “Whatever you want. You can help me if you’d like. Or just go over and sit in the shade and read.”


    I pitch in and help Butter make a pile of tuna sandwiches, which we throw into a cooler, and then wrap chocolate chip cookies in separate pieces of tin foil. Butter goes off to fill a row of thermoses, a one-person job she says, and I go over to the shaded porch, where I see a few empty chairs.


    One of the cowboy pilots calls out, “Hey, pretty lady.”


    “Hey,” I say. The porch is big enough that I can be at one end of it, away from the men.


    “What’s your name?” another pilot calls out.


    “Flower.”


    “And pretty as one, too,” a third pilot says.


    I blush but make a bit of a production of getting myself settled. I swing the wooden lounge chair around so that it faces the balloons—and away from the waiting men.


    I have this novel I’m reading called The Bell Jar that Billy’s old lady Grace gave to me at Old Bison. The novel’s set about as far away from where we are as can be, this girl a little older than me spending the summer in New York City working for a fancy fashion magazine. It takes place about ten years back, and boy the world has changed since then. Still, I kind of dig the book, the way Esther, the hero, meets guys and goes to fancy dances but gets confused and feels awfully empty and lost. I’m at the part now where Esther’s left New York City and is about to go to a mental hospital. It’s all really sad, but I find I can’t put it down.


    And that’s how the day passes. Butter keeps herself busy keeping everyone happy, the balloon riders and the cowboy pilots, and I read and watch people climb into the wicker baskets, take their deep breaths, the ropes drop away, the huge colored globes lifting slow and glorious into the shimmering air. It turns out to be one of the most peaceful and nice days I can remember.


    - - - - -


    A few days later at Old Bison everyone’s in a tizzy. Chester got a letter: We’re going to have visitors, two guys from Hollywood. One’s named Dennis and the other’s Jack, Chester says. Oh, and they might bring their friend Peter, who Saffron tells me later is the son of a famous actor. Sally talks about the father at dinner, and I know I saw him in Late Show movies like The Grapes of Wrath and one about Abe Lincoln as a boy.


    Chester says, “They’re stopping here on the way to the Hog Farm.” The Hog Farm is another commune, north of Santa Fe, run by a guy everyone calls Wavy Gravy. “They’ll be here a few nights first.”


    “So what’s the big deal?” Saffron says. We’re all at the dinner table eating venison from a deer that Billy shot.


    “These guys are really cool,” Chester says. There’s a breathy whistle to his voice I haven’t heard before. “I mean, there’s hardly any freaks in the movie biz, but these guys are it. They’ve actually been in movies. Dennis was in Rebel Without a Cause, with Jimmy Dean, and the other guy in Hell’s Angels on Wheels. I didn’t see it, but I heard it was righteous.”


    “A biker movie?” Butter says.


    “Not every movie’s gotta be Mary Poppins,” Chester snaps off.


    Butter just glares at him.


    “So the question is, what we’re gonna do special for these dudes.”


    “Why do anything?” Saffron says.


    “We’re getting ’em before Wavy does.” Chester shrugs, and his hair on his shoulders bobs. “Hey, we want to make an impression.”


    “An impression?” Butter again. “Like they’re from a clique of girls above you in high school?”


    “Butter, can it,” Sally says from her usual spot next to her old man. “Chet’s just talking about appropriate hospitality—”


    “Yeah,” Chester goes, with that dark wink, “hospitality.”


    “Too bad we’re having the deer now,” Billy says. He’s still wearing his one-eyeball apron, though the eye now looks bloodshot from all the sauces and meat juices that have landed on it. “Bet they don’t get venison every day in Hollywood.” A pause. “I could try to shoot us another one.”


    “I’m not sure they even eat meat,” Sally says. “I think I read that in a magazine.”


    “And I just mean a real . . . impression.” Chester’s eyes fire up, doing their smoky I’m-in-charge-here thing. “Any ideas?”


    Nobody says anything then, but I have a feeling we all can tell what’s on his mind. And after we eat our rhubarb compote for dessert, I see Saffron go up and talk to Chester; not secretive exactly, but private.


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower, wheeling my wheelbarrow down the narrow stone path, tipping from all the grub I’m taking to my guys. While one of the regular staff is on vacation, I’m being allowed to feed the big animals. There’s a bucket each of ground meat for Sebastian the tiger and Lima the lion, alfalfa and horse chow for the lizards, and two teeming buckets of those dumb mice for the snakes. It’s a hot morning, the Southwestern sun beating down all day long, and I’m of course sweating into my beige zookeeper polo shirt, wet patches on my front. Salty drops fall into my eyes. The zoo people have given me this tiger-print bandanna I keep tied around my neck, and I use it to keep the wetness from dripping down. I dip it into a trough then wring it out and tie it around my forehead. I catch a glimpse of myself in a metal pole, Flower’s wet blonde hair pulled back, her forehead shiny under the bandanna: Hey, I’m a pirate lassie!


    When I get to the big cats’ cage, I spend a longer time than usual. Something’s definitely up back at the commune. Neither Butter nor Saffron said anything on the way to work this morning, but what I’ve picked up is there’s been a shift of thinking, away from Chester’s bison and back to lions and tigers.


    Are they really thinking of taking one of the cats? It seems nuts to me, though I could tell the vision of parading a lion or tiger around the commune when the Hollywood guys come is infecting not just Chester and Sally. The visitors are expected in a week, on Tuesday; this is Thursday morning.


    “You happy here?” I say under my breath to Sebastian and Lima. They’re both fairly young, muscles rippling beneath their tawny skins, their cat-alert eyes always sweeping along. When I’m in their feeding area, I keep my gaze on them, and they come over and watch me. I toss the ground meat in a trough, then shut the gate behind me and flip the switch that lets them in. They head right to the food. I’m thinking, Do you feel trapped here? Do you want to be liberated? Part of a crazy commune in the desert?


    Or isn’t this zoo simply your home?


    Something’s been decided between Saffron and Butter, I can tell on the way back to Old Bison. I try to make conversation, asking how their day went at the zoo, but Butter just shakes her head and Saffron goes, “Same as every other day. Why?”


    - - - - -


    I can feel the tension building, though nobody talks to me about it. When Saturday comes around, I ask Butter if I can go with her to her job at the Balloon Farm; she hesitates a moment, then says, “Sure—come on.”


    We’re in one of the commune’s bison-painted vans; as usual Butter’s driving. We don’t say much down from the high desert, but then she goes, “What do you think about the movie people coming on Tuesday?”


    I shrug. “Guess it’ll be something different.”


    “You’re not excited?”


    “Are you?” I don’t hear much excitement in her voice.


    She lifts her shoulders. “Not really.” She turns and half faces me. “Chester sure seems pumped up.”


    “I’m not sure why.”


    “He’s got his big ego trip going.”


    “Seems like.”


    “You know, it’s not very much in the spirit of the commune. Don’t you think?”


    I lean back in my seat and don’t say anything for a moment. Butter gives me another look. Finally, I say, “I’m not sure what the spirit of the commune is.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, I get it that we grow our own food and make our clothes, at least some of ’em, and eat together and all; we do all these groovy things—”


    “But?”


    “But I thought we were—” I pause for a second, all kinds of things I guess I’ve been feeling but haven’t said to anyone, even myself “—I don’t know, I just thought we were going to be . . . be better somehow.” I feel my jaw tighten. “Maybe not perfect—” I let the word hang there, thinking of the after-dinner ceremony “—but, you know, better than we were. Than what we came from. At least that.”


    “You don’t think—” Butter looks over at me.


    “I keep looking,” I say. “And hoping, but—” I shrug. As I hear myself, I’m not sure about all that I’m saying. It sounds kind of phony. I keep thinking of a better way to put it, what I truly want, but my head’s a little cloudy, and . . . ah, look: There down the road is the line of Tex’s balloons, bobbing cheerily in the beautiful blue sky. That stops my rambling thoughts cold.


    Butter’s too, I guess, because she’s silent all the way down the hill; but then she starts to nod slowly. “Yeah, Flower,” she says, “I can dig it, what you’re saying.” She says it strong and firm, as if something’s been decided—something big. A quick flick of her copper hair. Then to herself: “Yeah, O.K., mmm-hmmm, yeah, good.”


    We pull into the dusty parking lot of the Balloon Farm, and Butter goes off to work. I’ve finished the Bell Jar book, a true bummer, and have brought along Alice in Wonderland, this dog-eared paperback copy with a pretty sketch of Alice and the rabbit on it. A week back Sally came home with the new 45 by this San Francisco band Jefferson Airplane I remember from free shows in the Panhandle. The record’s called White Rabbit, and we keep playing it over and over, grooving on the hypnotic bass-drum rat-tat-tat and the chick singer’s fiery voice. In the song she lays out the whole Alice story, and it’s one of the trippiest things we’ve ever heard. Feed your head. Exactly.


    All the balloon pilots are back under the awning, waiting for rides like before; all of them, one after the other, tip their cowboy hats to me as I sit down.


    “Flower?” one of them says, as if trying to make sure he has my name right.


    “That’s me.”


    “Groovy!” He and the rest of the balloon guys laugh. I get it, they’re trying to be hip. I give ’em a laugh back.


    I’ve just followed Alice down the rabbit hole when I’m bathed in shade. I look up and see a huge figure standing over me.


    He doffs his hat.


    “Hey, little child.”


    “Hey, Tex.”


    “Whattaya reading?”


    I hold the paperback up.


    “Good book.”


    “You know it?”


    “Used to read it to my little girls.”


    “I bet they love being read to.”


    “That they do. Mightily.” Tex squats down so he’s nearly at my height. I see him nod. “That book’s one of the reasons I like you people out there.” He brushes his hand out in the direction we came from.


    “You mean, Old Bison.”


    He nods his leathery head. “Gotta try new things. Gotta keep our heads free.” He smiles at me, then lifts his gaze and smiles. “Gotta keep the balloons flying.”


    I’m getting a sweet vibe off of Tex. Butter says he’s a good man, and, yeah, he seems that.


    “I like it here,” I say. “Just came to get away from the commune for a while.”


    “Oh, yeah? How come?”


    I lift my shoulders. “It’s—things are getting a little, um, heavy.”


    “I get that from Butter.”


    “Yeah,” I say, “a little heavy.”


    Tex nods then says, “Well, you’re welcome here any time, little child.” He stands again, blocking the light. “Got to get you up in a balloon one of these days, too, right?”


    “Oh, Tex, I’d love that!”


    “Well, little child, I’ll see what I can do.”


    I’m kind of waiting to get the nod for a balloon trip all day, but customers keep coming, and the balloons keep lifting off. Most of the day I’m alone on the porch with my book. When the sun starts setting, Butter comes up and says, “I’m done. Ready to go?”


    I gotta say, I look longingly at the row of balloons, now battened down for the night; but as cheerfully as I can I say, “Sure. We gotta get back for dinner, right?”


    Turns out Butter isn’t in such a rush to get back for dinner. Instead, she drives us around Albuquerque until we stop in front of a turquoise-and-red-painted building with a big sign out front that reads: rosa’s.


    “What’s up?”


    “I’m taking you to supper.”


    A vision of the goopy roots smothering the weird grains back at Old Bison dances through my head, followed by a light, teasing scent of tomatoes and chiles. I don’t hesitate a moment. “Oh, Butter, I am soooo ready for something different.”


    We’re still in the van, and she pauses a second, looking at me closely. It’s like she’s trying to see something. I’m not sure what? That I’m hungry? I’m starved. That I’d do anything for good Mexican food? Anything, Butter. Any old thing at all. . . .


    - - - - -


    Look at Flower, catching a pass thrown by Billy, our quarterback, and streaking toward the goal line, the red cotton flag flying from the back of my jeans, skipping and dodging and feinting and swaying on my way to a touchdown. It’s our usual Sunday-afternoon “hippie football” game, which we play right before diving into the Sunday evening feast (followed by a long session in the smoking wigwam). This is the first time Billy’s thrown me the floating disc, and I’m going to make a touchdown. Sally’s lunged at me but missed my flag; so has this creepy guy named Jonah who wandered up barefoot to the commune a few days back. The only person between me and the invisible line between two rocks on our desert-sand field is Butter. Her copper hair catches the late-afternoon sunlight. She’s planted right in front of me, but she’s Butter, I tell myself, too round to move fast.


    I charge right at her. I see her grinning. I slip left, then pivot on my Keds and go right. Butter hasn’t moved. It’ll be easy to run by her, but I guess I’m going a little fast and can’t angle off her far enough, because cat-quick she reaches out and flicks the red flag from my back pocket.


    Damn! I pull up and look at her. She’s grinning. The rest of her team are clapping and hooting. “Butter!” I cry.


    “It’s the game, babe,” she says, her voice deep and rough like a tough football guy.


    “Butter!” I cry again.


    Well, on the next play I’m waiting in the end zone for another toss, but Sally’s all over me; and Billy pitches out to a rabbit-quick dude named Springer, who finds a hole and dashes, sand flying up behind him, across the goal line.


    Final score: their team 28, our team 21. Means we have to serve them dinner.


    Chester, who usually captains the other team, and Saffron, who’s our center, aren’t at the game. They’re not at dinner either.


    After we’re done eating, I go up to Butter and say, “What do you hear?”


    “About what?”


    I throw my head toward the head of the table, where Chester isn’t. “You know.”


    Butter nods, then says, “Later.”


    Later comes the next morning at the zoo. Saffron’s taken the day off, no explanation given. It’s just me and Butter in the van.


    “They’re gonna do it,” she says.


    “A lion?”


    “I think they’re thinking of Sebastian, not Lima.”


    “Why him?”


    “Some kind of dream came to Chester.”


    “A dream?”


    Butter puts two fingertips together and mimes sucking on a joint. Then she says, “It’s going to be soon.”


    A shiver runs through me, grabbing and clinching.


    “What’re we going to—”


    Butter lifts her hand off the wheel and puts a finger to her lips. “Don’t worry,” she says. “We’ll be fine.”


    I have no idea what she’s saying. “You mean we’re—”


    “Just do your job today, like nothing’s going to happen.” Both hands are back on the wheel, and Butter’s driving carefully like she always does. “Then we’ll just leave the zoo, like usual. Nothing suspicious. Can you do that, Flower?”


    I don’t say anything.


    “You trust me, right?”


    I sigh. “I’d feel better if I—”


    “Just trust me.” Butter turns and gives me her big smile. “It’ll all be fine. Really.”


    I try not to, but I keep walking past Sebastian in the tiger cage. He spends most of the morning sleeping. I try to imagine him at the commune. Where are they going to keep him? Will they be able to feed him as well as Butter and I do here? What if he gets sick? What if he eats someone? Questions like these tumble through my head all day.


    That night I toss and turn and finally fall asleep, only to get a light tap against my arm. I flinch, then I’m awake. I’m on the lower bunk of the bed. I look out and Butter’s round face is before me catching the moonlight, cool white in her pale eyes.


    “What’s up?”


    “Ssshhhh,” she goes, finger to her mouth. “Get dressed. This is it.”


    My heart jumps into my throat. I start to say, “What do you mean, this is—” but she’s left me too fast.


    I quickly pull on jeans, sweatshirt, and my Keds, and head outside. It’s a cool night, wisps of breeze on my bare skin, enough of a chill to make me dart back into the room for my jacket.


    I head toward the main house and see a clump of people where we park the vans. Butter’s there, as well as Chester, Sally, Saffron, Billy, and three other guys—some of the biggest ones at the commune—who I don’t know that well. They’re passing red-lit joints around between them; stamping their feet in the chill.


    Chester and Sally see me and pull faces.


    Butter glances from them to me and back to them.


    “I want Flower along,” she says. Sally starts to say something, and Butter adds, “To help me. She works at the zoo, too. It’s important.”


    “Butter, I—” I say.


    “Shhh,” she goes. She gives me her bright-eyed stare and says, “Don’t ask any questions. I need you with me. Come on.”


    “Butter, really,” Sally goes.


    “I’ll keep my eye on her. It’s cool.”


    The joints go around another time or two, then we get into the vans. Butter and I are by ourselves in one of the bison-painted ones; Chester, Sally, and two of the big guys get into a larger nondescript black van I haven’t seen before; and the rest of the group gets into a third van. Butter lets our van idle for a moment, until the other two have pulled out and are kicking up dust on the road to the highway.


    “Butter,” I say when we’re under way, “I don’t want to do this.”


    Butter’s looking intent through the windshield. It hasn’t rained in a while, and with the two vans ahead of us, there’s a lot of dust. I decide I better roll up my window.


    “I really don’t want to do this.” I fold my feet under me and turn in my seat. I’m thinking of when I got stuck driving the car for the Big Star commune. I am not doing anything like that again.


    “I know,” Butter says.


    I shake my head. “No, I don’t think you do. I—there’s a lot you don’t know about me. Some things I have to—”


    “Flower, it’ll be all right.”


    “No, Butter, I have to tell you about—”


    “Really, Flower. I know exactly what you’re thinking, but don’t worry. I have it all figured out.”


    “I’m not going to hurt Sebastian.”


    “Sebastian will be fine. So will Lima.”


    I give my head a quick shake. “You’d better tell me.”


    Butter drives ahead, silent, then simply reaches over and throws on the car radio. It’s tuned to XERB, this station out of Mexico that each night plays old rock ’n’ roll. It’s way after midnight, so the DJ is this wild guy, Wolfman Jack. His deal is, he makes like a wolf, and there he is, howling like crazy; weirdly, the way he rips and shreds his voice makes me feel a little better. Then he plays one of my favorite songs, Sea Cruise by Frankie Ford.


    When we get to the main road the dust storm stops. We’re still behind the other vans, and as we head into town, the way we go every morning, Butter just noodles along till the caravan has pulled well away from us.


    “You’re losing them,” I say.


    Up go her thick eyebrows. “I know.”


    O.K., she’s not going to let me know anything. I just sit in my seat. Onto the radio comes Speedo by the Cadillacs, followed by El Watusi. I don’t know who sings that. I can’t help myself, nervous as I am, I start singing along.


    We’re at the top of the long hill into town; the other vans are way down the empty road. Butter slows our van even more. I don’t get it.


    Then I see a single balloon floating by the road. The Balloon Farm. Butter’s explained that during the week they deflate all the balloons but one of them, which they keep flying as an advertisement. The one balloon up there is the one Butter likes best, the purple-and-pink, up-and-down-striped one. On it is a sign I haven’t seen before:


    tex albom’s balloon farm


    expand your head


    balloon trips sat, sun, and holidays


    “Butter, what’re we—” I start to say, but Butter’s wrenched the wheel and spun the bison van into the Balloon Farm parking lot. She flicks off the key, killing the music, then hops out, pulling along a black book bag she must’ve hidden behind her seat. She beckons for me to follow. I step out of the van in a kind of daze.


    “What time do you think it is?”


    I shake my head. None of us at Old Bison wear watches, it’s so regimenting, but I follow Butter to the window into Tex’s office, where there’s a round, green-glowing old Coca-Cola clock. We both peer through the glass. It reads 4:32.


    “Come on,” Butter says. “I think we have just enough time.”


    “I don’t get—”


    But Butter’s already disappeared around the corner of the office. There’s a refrigerator there, and she takes out a brown-paper grocery sack. “Breakfast,” she says. Up go her eyebrows. “Probably lunch, too.”


    I shake my head. “Butter, you have me totally—”


    “Just stick with me, Flower. We’re cool.”


    The purple-and-pink balloon is held down with four metal ropes, each tightened by a winch. Butter takes one of the handles and begins to crank it. The balloon is tugged earthward in our direction.


    “Over there,” she says, pointing to the winch directly across from us. “That’s yours.”


    I run across the yard and try to match my turns to Butter’s. We get the balloon to about eight feet off the ground, then head over to the two other winches. Pump, pump; the ropes go taut and the balloon drops even farther.


    “Get in,” she says.


    “In?”


    She nods fiercely, then steps back. I follow her gaze to the east. There’s just the faintest glow of yellow over the hills in the blue-black night.


    “We want dawn,” she says, more to herself than me.


    “Want it for what?”


    She steps back and puts everything she has into the look in her pale mushroom eyes. “You know, Flower.” She drags a three-step wooden stool over to the wicker basket underneath the balloon, then points at it. “Up you go.”


    I can’t tell you what I feel. It’s a floating kind of breathless astonishment and a warm tingling and a firm determination and just a giddy swooning before the vision of utter, fabulous freedom rising inside me. All this all at once. I don’t hesitate.


    From the top step of the stool the woven-straw rim of the wicker basket is about chest high. Butter’s beneath me; she gives me an encouraging look. I put my hands just so and lift myself and tumble over the rim and into the basket itself.


    When I straighten myself and pop up my head, I’m grinning so wide my mouth hurts.


    “Good job,” Butter says. Then: “Here.”


    She hands up the brown-paper grocery bag and her black valise. I stick them in a corner of the basket. I notice there are two silver cylinders there, with hoses leading out of them. Above me is a metal contraption, circular, with holes. There are also a couple levers, one red, the other blue.


    “This is when it starts to get tricky,” she says. She turns east again: Yellow blooming over the red-black hills. A few hints of sun warm my face. “Ten more minutes, then we’re off.”


    “What about at the zoo?” I call down.


    I can see Butter smiling. “I think Chester and Sally and all of them will have themselves a little surprise when they get there.”


    “Oh!”


    “Yeah.” Butter goes back to fiddling with the ropes.


    The purple-and-pink balloon swells overhead, blotting out most of the sky. I’m close, and it’s still too dark to see its edge clearly, but even as I’m looking upward, the balloon slowly reveals itself; I see its graceful sweeping curves. My head lifts back in awe.


    “O.K.,” Butter shouts, “let’s go.” She scampers to one of the winches and unhooks the rope. As I’m watching her do it, the wicker basket lurches up on one side. I grab the basket’s rim with both hands. I’m tilted to the left.


    “Give me a second, I’ll balance you out again.” And Butter runs across to another winch and sets that rope free.


    It’s now totally clear what she’s up to, of course. I still can’t believe it, but I have to. I call down to her, “Butter, you’ve flown one of these before?” I hear my voice jump nervously.


    “We’ll be fine.”


    “Butter!”


    She looks up at me. “Flower, I’ve been up with Tex or the other cowboys dozens of times. It’s not that complicated.” She frees the next rope. The balloon jerks again, but it’s more level. Even so I hold on tighter. “It goes up, it goes down. It’s just a balloon.”


    “Just a—” I look up again. The sky has quickly lightened, and if I crane my head to the side, I can see around the looming purple-and-pink teardrop. The sky is shot with yellow, blue, and gold. God, it’s huge.


    “Two to go,” Butter calls up.


    “How’re you going to get in?” I shout to her.


    “No problem.” She’s at the third rope. “O.K., hold on really tight.” When the rope’s unhooked, the balloon pitches wildly. My stomach jumps. The basket’s opening is almost perpendicular to the ground. At any moment, I feel, I could be tossed out.


    “Now it gets real tricky,” Butter says.


    “What are you going to do?”


    “I have to get the last rope loose, then climb into the basket.”


    “Yeah, but how?”


    “I’ve been working on it. I’m going to set it free, then climb up the rope. I’m pretty fast.”


    I remember her from the other day playing Frisbee football, how quick she caught me. Still I say, “Butter, that sounds crazy.”


    “You can help me.”


    “Sure. Anything.”


    She’s looking up. “O.K., there are two handles—”


    “You mean these levers? One’s red, the other blue—”


    “Exactly. The red one fires up the burner, gets hot air into the balloon—makes it rise. The blue one lets the hot air out the top; that’s how you get down.”


    “Why don’t we just let enough air out so you can climb into the balloon now?”


    Butter shakes her head. “It’ll take too long, now that it’s light out. But, if you let out a little air, I’ll have more time to get up the rope.” I turn from Butter to the two levers. The handles have plastic tape wrapped around the metal. “So pull the blue one a bit now—not too much.”


    I reach up and give it a gentle tug—nothing. It’s tight, and I’m imagining most of the people who pull on it are the strong cowboy pilots. I brace my feet and tug down on it again. It won’t budge.


    “Butter, I’m not sure I can get it to move.”


    “I think there’s a safety latch or clasp you need to undo.”


    It doesn’t help, of course, that the wicker basket hangs nearly perpendicular and that I’m barely in it. Right then a wind gust comes and kicks the balloon. The basket and I spin around.


    “O.K,” I say. “I’m looking.” It also doesn’t help that not much light falls into the basket. I run my fingers up and down the lever but don’t feel it hooked in any way. Maybe there’s a button somewhere. I kneel in the basket and start poking all around.


    “We gotta get going,” Butter calls up to me.


    “I can’t find anything,” I cry. “I’m—I’m sorry.”


    “Keep looking.”


    “Can’t you just climb in here first, then we’ll let the rope go?”


    “The rope’s metal, we can’t cut it,” Butter says. “I don’t know how else to do it.”


    “What does Tex do?”


    “He gets you into the basket, then somebody like me just sets the balloon free.”


    I let out a long whistle. “Butter, this is really crazy.”


    “Flower, the balloon will take off, you’re right, but I know what to do. I only need a couple pulls up the rope. Like I said, I’ve been practicing. And you’ll grab and help pull me in, of course.”


    “Of course.” I look up again; the whole sky’s glowing blue and yellow. Any moment I’ll be up in it. My heart soars.


    Then I look around the basket again. There . . . look, a small metal box with a round gauge and a couple buttons. Maybe that’s it. One button says lift, the other release. That has to be it: release. I push it. Then I put my hand on the lever again. Nothing.


    “I found a button that seems right, but it’s not doing anything.”


    “What’s it say?”


    “Release.”


    “That sounds good,” Butter says. She’s winched the balloon down so there’s only eight or so feet of rope holding it. She reaches up and grasps the metal rope. I can tell she’s psyching herself up. Then she says, “Try holding down the button while you move the lever.”


    “Butter, good idea!” I brace myself again, push down the button, then with my other hand reach out and grasp the blue lever. My fingers have never seemed tinier. Still, I get a good grip—and as I pull down this time, the lever moves.


    I hear a high whistle of air from the top of the balloon; the sound builds then crescendos. I don’t want the balloon to drop too far, so I push the lever back up.


    “That was good,” Butter says. “It’s going to work.”


    I look around. The basket’s still tugging at the metal ropes. “Shouldn’t I get the basket lower?”


    She shakes her head. She’s still holding the rope. In a flash she scurries up it, till she’s looking at me from only a foot away. “See,” she says.


    “O.K.”


    She lowers herself down the rope again, then glances up and places her hands together, palms touching, for just a second. “This time for real.”


    “Gotcha.”


    Without asking her, I reach over and push the button again, then pull down the lever. I want to give her as much help as I can.


    “On three.”


    “Right,” I say.


    “One.” More air hisses out the top, though the basket itself still strains against the rope. “Two.”


    I close off the air valve and get ready to grab Butter’s hand as she climbs into the basket.


    “Three.”


    She pops the clasp that holds the rope taut, and the balloon and the basket suddenly rise. I brace myself, legs against one side of the wicker basket, my elbows digging into the straw on the other side.


    Butter starts up the rope, hand over hand.


    The basket’s about ten feet up now, Butter a few feet below it. She puts one hand over the other. I lean out as much as I can and reach down for her. I feel her fingers. . . .


    Then a gust of wind hits the balloon, and it jolts upward. I thrust my hand down to grasp Butter’s, but . . . her hand’s not there.


    She’s still hanging onto the rope, but she’s not pulling herself into the basket. I don’t understand it. This terrible feeling rushes through me, a sudden ball of terror in my stomach. It’s just like with Run and the train. I reach down farther, touch the skin on the back of Butter’s hand. . . .


    The basket’s still only ten or so feet up, but it’s sweeping swiftly over the sandy floor. I don’t see why Butter doesn’t climb the rest of the way. Is the balloon moving too fast? We can’t go on like this. “Butter!” I cry, but if she says something back, I don’t hear it.


    I’m torn. I gotta pull her into the basket, but she’s not close enough. If I take my hands back from over the side of the basket, I could push the button again and pull down the blue lever. That might collapse the balloon too quickly, but even that has to be better than this.


    Then Butter pulls herself up another foot. She’s right at the bottom of the basket; she only needs another foot or so and I can tug her in.


    I lean all the way out of the basket, my own feet braced on nothing, and reach for her wrist. It’s odd, but what I’m thinking is: Oh, Run, let me save you. Let me pull you in. . . .


    But Butter doesn’t make it. With a terrible cry she lets go of the metal rope. Without her weight, the balloon lurches up as it keeps sweeping along. I look down. Butter’s fallen onto the sand. I think she hit on her feet then rolled backward. Her face is turned up at me, but I don’t see any movement. My heart’s in my throat. She’s . . . she’s—


    Oh, she’s moving. Thank God! Wobbling. Standing. Waving her hands at me.


    “Butter, what should I do?” I scream.


    I’m at least a hundred feet away from her and rising fast. She cups her hands over her mouth, but whatever she cries, I can’t make it out.


    Think fast, Flower, think fast. I don’t know how to fly a balloon. I have to get it down. But the balloon keeps rising—I’m up at least a hundred feet—and I’m soaring toward the hills that rise along the west edge of the Balloon Farm.


    It’s the most amazing thing up here. The ground . . . I see bold stripes of light and shadow. Our van back in the Balloon Farm parking lot is no bigger than a Matchbox toy. Butter is just an arm-waving dot; not any bigger than a spider, an ant. It’s weird, but I don’t feel any wind. That puzzles me. There were all those gusts down at the ground. . . .


    I’m over the hills now. The ground I’m above is steep and rocky; I see boulders and craggy outcroppings with sharp points. I put my finger on the release button and grasp the blue lever—but I can’t pull it. What am I doing? I don’t have a clue. But I know that if I drop the balloon too fast, I could crash on the rocks and bust up the wicker basket—and me.


    I look back toward the Balloon Farm. It’s just the buildings now and the wide beige parking lot; I can’t even make out Butter. Oh, God! I’m breathing really fast, and I tell myself, Flower, get yourself under control. You’re in this. Deal with it. Deal with it.


    O.K. O.K. There are two buttons and two levers. The blue one lets air out; the balloon goes down. The other has to light the burner Butter mentioned—yeah, that metal ring there. I look down and see I’m skimming too close to the hills. I hope the burner lights by itself; I gotta get higher right now.


    I’m holding my breath when I push the lift button, then pull the red lever. Above me there’s a tremendous whoosh. A circle of spiky blue-yellow flames bursts out from the metal ring. There’s a hood over the flames so nothing burns, but the flames are hot enough that I pull back from their heat. The air around me gets warmer and warmer.


    And it works! Nothing happens right away, but about half a minute later the balloon starts shooting up. The line of hills . . . I’m clearing them. Oh, my! I have to be hundreds of feet up now. I still don’t feel any breeze, but the balloon sails right along.


    My breathing slows. I look around me. It’s soooo quiet! I’m high enough to see the curve of the earth. High enough to feel the yellow-blue dawn blooming above me. High enough to believe there’s nothing in the world but me and the glorious purple-and-pink balloon. High enough to know my every dream of freedom and release lift and soar inside me.

  


  


  
    
      


      The Girl in the Lost Balloon


      Look at Flower, I’m looking at myself on the small black-and-white TV. Actually, what they’re showing is the balloon, going down north of Phoenix. By the time I landed, I’d become news: The Girl in the Lost Balloon. That’s what they’re calling me. It’s become a really big deal. There I was, just floating along, and all of a sudden helicopters flew up and cameramen took photos of me. Now I’m all over the late-evening news. Look, in that shot I’m waving from the wicker basket.


      I never got that good at flying the balloon, but I was able to keep it going. I had no idea where I was, though a compass in the basket told me that I was mostly heading west, which was fine by me. It was so quiet and peaceful. At first I flew over flat desert, yellow and gold strips of sand, as well as croppings of red and gray rocks, below me. When I came to a set of hills, I shot more hot air into the balloon. The air currents bore me along sweetly. And finally I figured out why I couldn’t feel any kind of breeze. It was so simple: The balloon and I were moving at the same speed as the air around me; I was the wind.


      The news helicopters came first, hovering as close as they dared get, their rotary wings whirring as loud as a storm of insects all around me; but then there was the police helicopter. It was longer and all military gray and read phoenix p.d. on its side. A guy in a uniform called out to me through a bullhorn, but I couldn’t hear him; besides the noise of the copters, it was strangely muted up there in the sky. All along I felt I was in my own bubble of silence, bobbing along.


      The police helicopter flew around me a few times, then hovered directly above. I could only see part of the copter, the rest blocked out by the purple-and-pink balloon skin. I was gazing out at the news helicopters, now keeping their distance, when, like that, a ladder dropped right next to me.


      Jeez! I nearly jumped out of the basket. Then a uniformed man with a parachute packed on his back suddenly appeared.


      He was hanging on the ladder ten feet away from my basket, but he was able to swing the rungs back and forth. He kept getting closer, and finally he swung just so; he wrapped his legs over the edge of the basket, then twisted himself into it.


      “Are you all right, little girl?” was the first thing he said.


      I gave him a huge smile. “Absolutely.”


      “Well, let’s get you down. You must be terrified.”


      That surprised me. I shook my head, but I don’t think he noticed.


      “Here, I’m experienced at this.” He looked over the side, and I looked, too. We were about four hundred feet up and half a mile from a two-lane highway, a gray ribbon bisected by streams of golden sunlight. “I’m going to put us down over there, sweetheart. Don’t worry about anything.”


      Well, O.K. The officer was in total command of the balloon. I just nodded.


      He put one hand on the blue lever and teased it down just a touch. The balloon dropped, but only a few feet. He nodded; adjusted the lever. I heard a slow, steady hiss above us. I looked down. Even though it didn’t feel like we were falling, the ground kept getting closer, the road nearer. I could make out the white-painted line between lanes. A minute later we were just skimming the ground. There was nothing but sand in front of us, and as gently as he could, the officer set us down. The bottom of the basket caught; he pulled the red lever and we bounced up again. Then his hand was back on the blue lever, and this time he brought us down soft as a kiss.


      I’m at the police station now, and everyone keeps wanting to know how frightened I must’ve been. It’s funny; I’ve been trying to tell them that the balloon flight was the most wonderful thing I’ve ever done—the boundless light, the perfect silence, the sun so close, free as a cloud—but nobody seems to hear me. It’s all how scared I must have been.


      The Girl in the Lost Balloon. There’s no way to be anything else; and finally I realize that for Flower that might not be so bad.


      The good thing is that nobody is saying I stole the balloon. Good ol’ Butter: Who knows what wondrous story she cooked up for how I got loose at the Balloon Farm. She must’ve said all the right things, because all Tex Albom is saying is that he’s thrilled I’m safe and that nothing happened to his balloon. And nobody’s asking me a thing about Old Bison, which is good because there’s another hot story on the news: A bizarre plot to steal a tiger from the Rio Grande Zoo in Albuquerque was nipped in the bud. A bunch of drug-crazed hippies had plotted to break into the zoo in the middle of the night, but authorities were tipped off and seven men and women arrested. The police investigation is continuing. Charges are expected soon.


      But all anyone wants to do for the Girl in the Lost Balloon is to help her. I put on my biggest, saddest smile and simply let them.


      “Lucinda, I suppose after your ordeal you just want to go home,” this nice social worker woman says. Her name’s Mrs. McGirten, and she has squirrel-gray hair in a tight bun, with two yellow wood pencils stuck into it (like a geisha, I think). She’s sitting across from me in the police interrogation room. She has a clipboard with paper on it.


      “Yes, ma’am,” I say.


      She pulls out a pencil from her hair and taps it against the clipboard. “And where is your home?”


      My home? Hmmm. O.K., my . . . oh, look, her mouth is tightening and she’s giving me a look. Think fast, Flower. Where is your home?


      “San Francisco.”


      Mrs. McGirten raises a long-lashed eyebrow, but then she smiles. “You’re a lucky girl. That’s a lovely city.” She nods to herself. “I was there with Mr. McGirten right before the war. He shipped out from there.” She starts writing on her clipboard. “I’ll never forget it.”


      I’m nodding encouragement to her as I see visions play behind her eyes of Fisherman’s Wharf and the Golden Gate Bridge and that famous tower that’s supposedly shaped like a firehose nozzle.


      “And that’s where your family is, right?”


      “Yes,” I say without any hesitation.


      “O.K., well, I’ll see what we can do to arrange a way to get you back to them.”


      “That’d be great,” I say. Then, I don’t know what gets into me, but I add: “Nobody’s going to need me to stay longer here in Phoenix? For the investigations?”


      She gives me her look again. “I haven’t heard anything like that.” She shakes her head. “What investigations?” She lifts her chin. “Is there something I don’t know?”


      I freeze for just a second, then vigorously shake my head. “Oh, no, no. I think everything’s all cleared up. I’m just—just The Girl in the Lost Balloon.”


      - - - - -


      Look at Flower, I’m back on Haight Street, half a block from Ashbury (where there aren’t street signs anymore; I hear tourists are ripping ’em off). Boy it’s crowded here, at least three times as choked as the sidewalks were when I first came here back in February. Flocks of longhairs and gypsy chicks pass on by, and there are a lot more bikers than before (whenever I hear the ground-shaking roar of a mufflerless motorcycle, which is nearly every minute, I look out, wondering if it’s my friend Harley), but there are also a lot of guys with short hair who look like they could’ve come out of the backfield at Bend High and young chicks who look about thirteen with finger-painted flowers on their foreheads and older chicks in suits wandering around with pens and narrow pads of paper; and the other thing is, everybody seems to have a camera, even the freaks, and they’re all taking each other’s picture. Snap, pose, snap, pose: Up and down the Haight everybody’s making souvenirs to send home. It’s like the new orgy is picture taking.


      I’m trying to get my bearings, it feels like I’ve been away a lot longer than four months. Mrs. McGirten made sure I got a hundred dollars from the social work agency, so I don’t have to spare-change anybody; I feel absolutely rich. But all this traffic on Haight is bummin’ me. There’s a psychedelic-painted bus that says haight free bus line in front of me, with nothing but freaks hanging off it, but right behind it stuck in the traffic is a Gray Line bus . . . and, look, those people hanging out the window, in their fishing caps and Penny’s Sta-Prest shirts and small-town perm jobs, they’ve all gotta be tourists; my God, that couple there are wearing overalls just like my folks back on the farm. I shudder. Imagine Mom and Dad coming down here to see the freaks. What would they say? They’d probably throw peanuts at us like we’re monkeys in the zoo.


      O.K., in every way that thought’s bummin’ me, so I get up, decide I gotta get off of Haight Street. Think I’ll head down to the Panhandle. Maybe a band’s playing there. That’d be cool. Hear some music. Maybe the Airplane are playing, doing their great new song White Rabbit.


      I head along Haight for a few blocks first, just to catch the changes. Look, the Straight Theater’s closed; I remember seeing a really great show there with Quicksilver and another group called Big Brother and the Holding Company. There was this wild chick singer, she could really belt it. Wonder if they’ve put out a record yet.


      Hmmm, Love Burgers is still open, and, all of a sudden starving, I decide to spend a little of my new fortune and order a double, with lettuce and mayonnaise. It comes on an onion roll. I still got the taste of the root-grain goop from Old Bison in my mouth when I take a big bite; meat juice and oily mayonnaise spit out and cover my chin. Wow! My mouth explodes with flavor. God, that burger’s good.


      Lunch done, I take a right on Cole; the Panhandle’s two blocks away. There’s a huge throng there, way more people than before. Must mean there’s a free concert going down. God, when was the last time I really danced? (We kinda tried at Old Bison, but Chester and Sally weren’t that into it.) Maybe it’s the Dead playing. I kind of miss them; have this feeling I might like the band better now than I used to.


      But when I get to the grass and eucalyptus trees of the Panhandle, there’s nobody playing music, not even the old wooden stage. Instead it’s just like Haight Street: hundreds, maybe thousands of kids, colorful as can be, but lots with what I’m coming to think of as trainer long hair; you know, boys with their brown or blond locks just a couple inches over their ears (long as it would’ve grown since high school let out in May), and girls with hair so straight you know they ironed it before they got on the bus to the city. Everyone seems to have flowers painted on their cheeks, and when I’m inside the park I see why. There’s a Digger table with a sign that says free sandwiches (no food on it, though; they must’ve run out) and next to it three blonde women in white fairy dresses and silvery tiaras, fine-pointed brushes in their hands, dipping them into pots of paint and glitter, doing up whoever’s in front of them.


      There’s a line of kids waiting to get decorated, and I’m walking past it when I hear someone call out, “Hey, Flower. Flower, is that you?”


      I turn, and there’s Loretta, my old friend from when I first got here.


      “Flower, it is you.”


      “Hey, Loretta,” I say. She’s waiting in the flower-painting line and beckons me over.


      “I don’t want to butt in,” I say.


      She gives me a shrug. “I’m sure it’s cool.”


      When I’m standing next to her, she gives me a long glance. “You look different.”


      “You think?”


      “Yeah, I almost didn’t recognize you.”


      I quick shake my head. I haven’t done anything to the way I look since I left the Haight four months ago; haven’t even cut my hair, and how much longer can it be? “I’m sure I’m just the same.”


      She shakes her curvy light-brown hair. To me she looks exactly the same; another fairy goddess. “No, there’s something—” She leans in and looks moonily right at me. I feel a little self-conscious. “It’s like something in your eyes, it’s all different.” She purses her lips. Then: “So where have you been?”


      I give my head a shake and tell her, “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”


      “I haven’t seen you here—you’ve been away, right?”


      “All over the place.”


      “That’s groovy.” She looks away for a second, then adds, “I’m thinking of splitting also.”


      “How come?”


      The get-your-face-painted line inches forward.


      She shakes her head. “It’s not the same here, Flower. A lot . . . a lot of crazy stuff’s gone down.”


      “Like what?”


      “Like bad shit. Like Superspade. You hear about him?”


      I shake my head.


      “Got himself killed. They found his body near Point Reyes.” Loretta leans in toward me. “He had a bullet right here.” She reaches around and points to the bottom of her neck.


      “Jesus.” I didn’t know Superspade but remember hearing about him. He was a big-time acid dealer.


      “They only found $15 on him, but everyone knows he carried, like, twenty, thirty grand.” Loretta’s eyes are huge. She leans in toward me again. “They say some other dealer did it.”


      “Really?”


      She nods. “That’s not the only bad shit goin’ down. There’s a lot more cops, a lot of busts. Everybody’s getting hassled.” A frown. “There’s also some funny new drugs around—”


      I don’t say anything, but Loretta’s looking right at me.


      “Oh, that’s right, Flower, you don’t trip.” She raises her head, and the look is almost a glare. “You still don’t?”


      “Unh-uh.”


      A long pause, then: “Well, that’s cool, I guess.” Loretta gives her hair a long shake. “Anyway, I’m thinking of splitting the scene here.”


      “Where to?”


      “I’ve heard there’s a groovy scene up the coast at this place, Morning Star?” Her voice flutes up on the last word. “But, you know, lately the pigs are hassling it, too.” A shrug. “I’ve heard even more amazing things about New Mexico—”


      “New Mex—” I start to say, startled.


      “Yeah, people are creating communes down there, really groovy ones. Back in touch with the Indians—I mean, Native Americans. A lot of really righteous drugs like peyote and mescaline, and some truly astonishing things going down.”


      “Um, Loretta, I—”


      “I mean,” she rushes on, “like miracles, Flower. I heard the other day that some longhairs set every animal in the zoo free—” What! I start to interrupt her, but she’s ripping right along. “Can you imagine! What a beautiful thing, lions and tigers and bears and snakes all free and back in nature. That’s sooooo cool.”


      Up go her eyebrows. “And I also heard, there’s this girl down there, at one of the communes? She got so far out she just floated away. Like—”


      Wait. What is she saying? Could this be. . . . “Loretta, I gotta tell—”


      “Oh, Flower, imagine it, it’s sooooo beautiful. This young girl, I mean like no older than us, she was so pure and perfect and in tune with the godhead that she just raised her arms and the wind lifted her up and she sailed away into the sky.” Loretta closes her eyes, lifts her hands, then says in a whisper, “What a beautiful dream.”


      I don’t know what to say. I simply stand there. Then one of the painter chicks calls out, “Ladies. Your turn.”


      Loretta gives me a quick nod and a smile, then takes a chair in front of one of the white fairy girls. She pats the seat next to her, but I shake my head. No, I don’t want flowers painted on my cheeks and forehead. At least not right now.


      “It’s great seeing you,” I say, walking away. “Look beautiful.”


      Loretta smiles. “You, too, sweetheart.”


      I float through the Panhandle a little longer, then turn back up Cole. This time I skip quickly across Haight Street, where traffic’s still jammed, dodging a flock of Gypsy Jokers, all of ’em winding out their engines, and another Gray Line tourist bus. I head up past Waller, then Beulah. I’m among the tall white Victorians again, and feel noticeably calmer and more together. There’re no kids hanging out up here. Just the houses and a few people out front who live in them. It all feels weirdly, wonderfully normal.


      I’m not really thinking where I’m going, at least I’m not thinking I’m thinking, but then I turn on Frederick Street. Head down a few houses. It’s not that hot, but I’d like a rinse, and a drink of water.


      Oh, look, there’s a hose there in that streetside garden. Maybe I’ll just lean over and. . . .


      The fresh water is burbling up into my mouth, gushing strong enough I’m swallowing some while most of it runs down my chin. I’m ditzing around, trying to lean over so my blouse doesn’t get too wet, when I hear a rumbly sharp woman’s voice: “What do you think you’re—” I look up and hear, “Oh, my! Flower . . . is that you?”


      I’m smiling. “Hi, Kay.”


      “It is you!” Kay’s eyes sparkle and her voice jumps a little, then she ratchets it back down. She’s wearing her floppy-brimmed gardening hat and a gray Mexican poncho; her clipping shears are in her hand, along with something green. Her voice is even-toned when she says, “You know, I’m not surprised you’re here.”


      “You’re not—”


      “Actually, I’ve been expecting you.”


      “Really!” I keep grinning; it’s like my smile’s just blooming out of me, can’t keep it down. Kay looks shorter than I remember, and maybe a little older—the lines on her face deeper—but that might just be in my mind.


      “Yes, I have a letter for you,” she says briskly. “Come on in, dear,”


      I shake my head. Of all the things I might have expected to hear, this isn’t it. “You have a—”


      “It’s on the mail table.” She gives me a sharp look, as if: Where else would it be? “You remember the mail table?”


      I nod. I’m following her up the stairs to the front door. Inside, there’s that statue I remember that Kay said came from whoever that famous artist was, with the eight ivory hands peeling off from the white stalk. From the second-from-the-bottom hand, kind of facing the back, Kay plucks off an envelope.


      “You’re sure it’s for me?”


      “It says Flower.” She makes it obvious she’s peering at me. “You are Flower, aren’t you? At least the only one who would have given my address out to someone.”


      I take the letter. It does simply say flower, 419 frederick, san francisco. The return address is blurred, but I can make out most of the name: a. sawyer.


      “Andy,” I whisper to myself. I put my hand on the edge of the oak table as a whole world of memories floods back.


      “Come on to the kitchen . . . Flower,” Kay says, lighter. “I’ve got some nice iced tea.” She holds up her hand, and I see that the green stuff’s sprigs of fresh mint.


      I follow her, and when I’m settled at the table with the lemon-yellow table cloth and sipping my iced tea, I shake my head. Something’s bothering me; doesn’t feel right. I say, “Kay, why are you of all people calling me Flower?”


      “That’s your name, isn’t it?” She holds up the envelope and taps it sharply. She’s smirking at me. What does she see? I think about what Loretta just told me, that I look so different from before. I’m wondering right then, Who does Kay see?


      “I’d rather you call me Lucinda,” I say softly. I take a sip of the glorious tea. “Or Cynda. Like always.”


      Her hawk gaze is flush on my eyes, but I don’t turn away. After what seems like forever, she nods, just once, then says, “All right, Cynda.” Finally, a smile. She lifts her own glass of tea, then reaches out and clinks mine.
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